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ABSTRACT
Brer Rabbit is Dying:
The Demise of Traditional Morality Among the Kikuyu
People of Kenya and an Effort to Reclaim It
Dewey O. Huston
Kikuyu traditional enculturation, as demonstrated by the oral literature, contained
moral ideals consistent with the universal moral values Jesus taught in the Sermon on the
Mount. These Kikuyu moral ideals are distinct proof that God created all humans in
God' s own image and has written universal moral law on their hearts (Romans 2:15).
Prior to the intrusion of Western ideology, the Kikuyu community emphasized
character first and skills second. Intrusion by forces of Western colonialism and missions
changed the culture of the Kikuyu, but none was greater than the power of schools.
Western education, as introduced by Christian missions, gave prominence to knowledge
and materialistic values, thus replacing traditional enculturation with Western ideals.
Modern Kikuyu youth strive to emulate the Western lifestyle, hoping to gain all
the benefits of Western education and technology . Consequently, Kikuyu youth of the
twentieth century have lost respect for their African heritage, suffer a generational gap,
and have developed a sense of inferiority and discontinuity with their tradition, resulting
in a state of anomie.
Kikuyu Christian leaders can resolve this moral crisis by believing again in their
cultural heritage, declaring the exigency of traditional Kikuyu moral values, and
combining the best of the past with modem Western culture.
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CHAPTER 1
Africa-A Continent in Crisis
The Dayton Daily News (Ohio, 31 July 1991) printed the following world report
from Kenya, East Africa:
WORLD
29 KENYAN BOYS CHARGED IN 19 DEATHS: Twenty-nine
schoolboys have been charged with manslaughter in the deaths of 19 girls
who were either crushed or suffocated during a rampage at a Roman
Catholic boarding school in Nairobi, Kenya. Doctors said 71 other girls
were raped in the July 13 attack on their dormitory . Under Kenyan law,
the boys, ages 14 through 19, could face murder charges.

This is a disturbing report! An African proverb contends: "The pot is boiling because
somebody makes it boil" (Ross and Ross 1959: 1). What happened to make this school
boil over into mass rape and murder among youth? Such violence was unheard of in
Kenya a generation ago. What complex problems excited this outrage? The news article
reports only the apparent facts of the disaster. It does not delineate the underlying
cultural pressures behind the rampage. This study determines to define those problems.
The year is 1895. The place is a Kikuyu homestead north of present-day Nairobi.
Like a soft blanket, the darkness of an African night settles over the village. Under a
canopy of stars children huddle close together in a circle of crackling warmth and light

2

from an open wood fire. Their favorite storyteller is beginning, "Once there was a big
lion. Because he was a very big lion he became King of a very big country. All the
animals were afraid of King Lion. One day King Lion said, 'Old animals are of no use.
They are lazy. They eat the grass ... " The flickering flames illumine the eager faces as
they respond to the humor and mimicry. In his skillful oratory the Kikuyu elder continues
to narrate the animal story, thus teaching a lesson in respect for elders.
The year is 1995. The place is Nairobi Primary School. In this bustling East African
city a group of youth sit on hard wooden benches in a hot, crowded classroom. In the
glare of fluorescent lights they listen wearily to a lecture on significant dates, names, and
places in modern Kenya history. Their teacher fills the blackboard with facts and figures
as they busily copy the data for memorization in preparation for the national KCPE
(Kenya Certificate of Primary Education) exams. The students know their entrance into
secondary school and their subsequent future success hinges upon their passing this allimportant milestone in their lives.
Most Kenyan youth today receive their education in European-style schools. Older
youth study in boarding schools, where they are completely separated for nine months a
year from the influence of parents and village elders. The youth are separated from their
village homes not only by miles of distance, but also by values and beliefs. Modern
Western education has created a great cultural gap between them and the generation of
their parents. The term Western means that which is from Europe or North America.
Western education implies not just the content and methodology of that education, it is a
value system based on a modern, secular, and materialistic interpretation of the world.
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Strange new values are emphasized which are not only different, but frequently they are
in direct opposition to the traditional African values learned in early childhood.
Traditional Africa refers to the cultural beliefs, patterns, and values that were present over

a long span of time before the arrival of colonial powers in Africa. These beliefs and
patterns strive to perpetuate themselves in the cultures of Africa today.
Village elders no longer perform the rites of enculturation, training children to
become ideal members of their society. This process has been delegated to schools.
Luzbetak defines enculturation as the process by which a human being acquires his or her
culture (1988: 199). He emphasizes that learning received from those closest in proximity
early in life has the strongest impact on the individual; however, the learning process of
enculturation continues throughout a person's life.
Since the founding of mission schools nearly a century ago in East Africa, the gap
between traditional values and Western values continues to widen. Thirty years ago,
Professor E. B. Castle, while touring East Africa from England, prophesied of the
unfolding problem. After visiting nearly two hundred schools in three East African
countries, he warned:
It is important for Africans as it is for Europeans to avoid the error of thinking that
what is African is old and outworn and what is Western is new and useful. ... It is
not easy for [African] young people to live in two worlds at the same time. The
young African has a foot in each world; bewildered, ambitious, he is held by the
past, but determined to have a share in what the future may yield. (1966:7)

Ten years earlier than Castle, Margaret Read, an anthropologist, predicted this
impending dilerruna. She said, "One of the major reasons for the increasing
fragmentation of African society in urban and industrial centers is the abandonment by
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African parents and elders of all attempts to train their children on traditional lines"
(1955a: 170).
The tension is more than a discontinuity in values. It is also tension between
generations and among ethnic groups. As I write in 1994, violence is rampant on the
African continent. Thousands have been killed in Rwanda's ethnic fighting. Violence
rages in Somalia, Liberia, Angola, Zaire, and Burundi. At a recent conference in Nairobi,
Professor A. Ouma Osolo asserted,
Africa remains the poorest continent . . . [although it has] a host of incredible
potential wealth in minerals, agriculture, wild life, and talented brains .... It is the
continent with the highest number of refugees. Between now [1994] and the 1880s,
the continent has seen numerous leaders fall and military take-overs . (Daily Nation
30 June 94: VI-VII)
Africa is sitting on a cultural time bomb. Frequent changes of governmental
leaders, ethnic strife, and the cries of the new generation against corruption and for
democracy are external signs of inner frustration. The roots of this internal strife
penetrate deeply and are difficult to grasp. Africans are losing the knowledge of what
they were and they are not sure of what they should be, nor of what they want to become.
They strive to be recognized and accepted by the Western world, yet they carry within
themselves a sense of lostness and bewilderment as to who they really are.
The new Western "civilization" fails to prepare African youth for a European mode
of life in the setting of their ancestral society. Western factors are interacting with
African culture to destroy traditional family and ethnic values. In the changing culture of
Africa today, how can the continent recover the loss of a traditional heritage, rich in
moral values? In this study I seek to offer an answer.
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What is heritage? It is not the same as inheritance. Inheritance is something of
material value received from an ancestor such as house, property, or capital. Heritage
refers to the immaterial values and patterns of life received from one' s family and
community. Webster's New World Dictionary defines heritage as "Something handed
down from one's ancestors or the past, as a culture, tradition, etcetera" (1960).
Mwikamba defines heritage as "a dynamic phenomenon, continuing from the past
through the present into the future" (1989: 128).
What does moral mean? In this paper I use the terms moral to refer to a selfconscious personal sense of responsibility towards God and other people-God ordained
morality among humans. It is not the result of a majority vote. It results from a
knowledge that humans are created in the image of God and are moral when they are in
right relationship to God and with others. Morality will be measured by Jesus'
explanation of what is loving, holy, and just in God's sight. The life of Jesus is the
supreme example of morality.
Scope of the Problem
Drawing on the heritage of Kikuyu oral literature, I will illustrate and document in
this research that Kikuyu traditional enculturation contained moral ideals consistent with
the universal moral values Jesus taught in the Sermon on the Mount. I will argue that
these Kikuyu moral ideals are distinct proof that God created all humans in God's own
image and has written universal moral law on their hearts (Romans 2: 15).
I will demonstrate that prior to the intrusion of Western ideology, the Kikuyu
community emphasized character first and skills second. Western education, as
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introduced by Christian missions. gave prominence to knowledge and materialistic
values, thus replacing traditional enculturation with Western ideals. Colonial exploitation
of Kikuyu land and labor further eroded the stability of Kikuyu life.
I will document that modern Kikuyu youth strive to emulate the Western lifestyle,
hoping to gain all the benefits of Western education and technology. Consequently,
Kikuyu youth of the twentieth century have lost respect for their African heritage, suffer a
generational gap, and have developed a sense of inferiority and discontinuity with their
tradition, resulting in a state of anomie.
I will recommend how Kikuyu Christian leaders can resolve this moral crisis by
believing again in their cultural heritage, declaring the exigency of traditional Kikuyu
moral values, and combining the best of the past with modern Western culture.
Sources for the Study
The historical picture of pre-colonial Africa I present in this study is a composite
from accounts of travelers and merchants who viewed Africa by crossing the Sahara
desert, touching coastal areas, and penetrating the interior. Other writings by early
colonialists and missionaries provide some historical foundations. Pre-colonial history is
also constructed from linguistic and genetic studies, analysis of foods used by present-day
peoples, social customs followed by the peoples, archeological artifacts, botanical
evidences, and analysis of their livestock. George Murdock's Africa: Its People and
Their Cultures (1959) is an excellent historical reconstruction of pre-colonial history from

such sources. Several books compiled by Europeans and Africans chronicle the early
history of East Africa and also the history of the Kikuyu people.
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The enculturation of the Kikuyu child is portrayed in several books by African
authors. Among the best are Facing Mount Kenya by lomo Kenyatta (1938), Child of

Two Worlds: A Kikuyu 's Story by R. Mugo Gatheru (1965), Gikuyu Oral Literature by
Wanjikii Kariba and Karega wa Miitahi (1988), and A History of the Kikuyu by Godfrey
Muriuki (1974). Other books contain Kikuyu narratives, proverbs, riddles, songs, poetry,
and various forms of their oral literature. Pierre Emy devotes an entire book, The Child

and His Environment in Black Africa (1981), to an excellent description of the typical
enculturation of African children in their village homes. His study encompasses more
than seventy ethnic groups from 22 countries across sub-Saharan Africa, including the
Kikuyu people of Kenya.
Historical accounts-diaries, biographies, autobiographies, studies-written by
travelers, educators, and missionaries describe Africa as it appeared when they penetrated
the interior. A collection of these materials are found in the Kenya National Archives and
other libraries in Nairobi. I also rely on several books by evangelical scholars, who
interpret the principles of Matthew 5: 17 -48. Titles used in this study are The Gospel

According to Matthew by Francis W. Beare (1981), The Sermon on the Mount by
Joachim Jeremias (1963), Matthew: A Commentary on His Literary and Theological Art
by Robert H. Gundry (1982), and The Sermon on the Mount by D. A. Carson (1978).
In order to ascertain the present perspectives of the Kikuyu people towards their
traditional heritage, I tested their current knowledge and attitudes by surveying their
acquaintance with traditional oral forms and by conducting personal interviews. The
survey revealed how older Kikuyu differ from the younger generation in their
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understanding of traditional oral literature. Newspaper accounts I collected over a recent
period of several years provide additional confirmation of current attitudes towards
traditional customs and folklore.

Folklore refers to traditional African cultural beliefs. It includes fictional stories,
proverbs, riddles, epics, jokes, myths, legends, folksongs, games, gestures, dance, and
other features, both of verbal and non-verbal nature (Dundes 1976: 173). Afolktale is any
folklore genre in the form of a narrative or story. Examples are myths, legends, hero
stories, stories of people, poetry, and similar forms. A special form of folktale, called a

fable, is a story in which animal characters talk and behave as humans. These stories
contain moral truths that teach proper behavior. A proverb is a short profound common
saying among a people and expressing a well-known truth or concept to that people. A

riddle is a question, enigma, or statement requiring analytical thought to understand and
solve. Other forms of folklore are not included in this particular study. Oral literature is
a contemporary term used to replace folklore, which today is sometimes given negative
connotations. Oral literature thus constitutes the various forms of communication using
words of speech in an artistic way, including all the forms of folklore .
The conclusion of this study present a practical resolution for Africa' s identity
crisis. Sources for this determination include biblical references, several journal articles,
and books relating specifically to this issue.
Methodology
During library research, I perused more than four hundred sources on this topic
from books and journal articles. The National Archives of Kenya, located in Nairobi,
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provided additional material from rare books, diaries, and other articles of pre-colonial
and early colonial times.
Seminary classroom surveys in Nairobi provided contemporary views, both
negative and positive, on the use of oral tradition in modem education. I also solicited
students at East Africa School of Theology (Nairobi) to conduct interviews among young
and older Kikuyu people in Nairobi and surrounding rural areas. I personally interviewed
pastors, church elders, young and older Kikuyu, school teachers, and friends to discover
their attitudes towards traditional enculturation compared with current Western education.
In Kenya, I participated actively in rural and urban church services. Using this
practical experience, I can qualitatively interpret the literature, thus formulating
appropriate theories. Listening to Swahili conversations provided opportunities for me to
explore channels of information not uncovered in other sources. In the oral expressions
of the people I discovered the values and forces that bind or destroy the Kenyan
community as a nation. The older members of society are the richest source of all, still
conversant with their own oral literary traditions.
Cultural attitudes of the Kenyan people are reflected by the style of church
leadership, physical participation in worship, content and style of sermons, and audience
response to the message. Other elements that demonstrate attitudes include the choice of
language used in worship and preaching. Even the seating arrangement for men, women,
and children differs between urban and rural churches. I conducted research for this
study only among pastors and churches using the Kikuyu language in their worship
servIces.
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I asked the following questions in my reading and observations:
1. What forms of enculturation and education were present in the traditional culture?
2. What remnant forms of these traditions are still evident?
3. What values were inherent in traditional enculturation?
4. How are these values perceived today?
5. What values are retained in the content of modem education?
6. What teaching styles are currently practiced in church and school education?
7. In what ways can traditional teaching styles be incorporated into today ' s
methodology?
In my interviews and discussions with individual Kikuyu people, I asked the
following questions:
1. Were any narratives, riddles, and proverbs used in your home?
2. If so, tell me how they were used?
3. How do you feel about this? Was it right? Do you feel it should be continued?
4. Do you use any traditional forms in the training of your own children?
5. WbJit do you see good in European (British and American) customs?
6. How did missions affect your people and your country?
7. What suggestions do you have for the moral education oftoday's children in homes,
churches, and schools?
Theoretical Framework to Interpret Data
This study attempts to answer the following questions. What is human about
human beings? What is the intrinsic nature of sin, its causes, and its characterization?
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How do I see myself, my people, and my culture before God? What does the Bible teach
about the moral state of unevangelized peoples as compared with Jews? What does the
Bible teach about the conscience? How does a child learn the morality of his or her
culture?
What anthropological, theological, psychological, and educational beliefs were held
by the various travelers, missionaries, colonial rulers, and settlers who lived and worked
among the Kikuyu people? Did they view the Kikuyu as savages in some stage on the
evolutionary ladder, as impoverished and oppressed human beings, as totally depraved in
sin with a need for complete transformation of spirit and lifestyle, or were they viewed
simply as a people without opportunity for education in health and technology? How did
the missionaries perceive the human condition of the Kikuyu in relation to the above
questions? Did they regard the Kikuyu as needing complete transformation by quoting
the Scripture from 2 Corinthians 5: 17 (KJV), "Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a
new creature: old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new"? Did any
of these missionaries discern that acceptable elements of Kikuyu culture could continue
to function in modern society? Did some missionaries consider the Kikuyu's basic need
was not spiritual, but rather the need for literacy, agricultural, and medical assistance in
order to become civilized?
Individuals of the various groups who intervened and interacted with the Kikuyu
people in the last century had firm beliefs before they met the Kikuyu people. Their
beliefs concerning these major questions determined how they approached the Kikuyu,
what they said and taught, and how they reacted to the various experiences they
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encountered. Accounts written by travelers, traders, colonialists, historians, and
missionaries provide evidence of these beliefs.
The secular, Enlightenment oriented person tends to look at humankind only from a
biological and psychological perspective-seeing evolutionary stages, the advance of
knowledge by intervals of time, and Western civilization as the highest achievement of
humankind. The evangelical Christian looks at humankind from a biblical perspective,
seeing humans as spiritual beings created by God in an originally perfect state, but
afterwards fallen into a condition the Bible identifies as sin. Evangelical Christians have
differing interpretations of sin, as evidenced by varying beliefs among denominations in
the United States. Missionaries to Africa carried with them their personal theology.
Some believed in the total depravity of all humans without God. Some had preconceived biases about Africans and the color of their skin. They observed the Kikuyu,
clothed in goat skins, their bodies smeared with red clay, their headdress of mud and
feathers, their earlobes pierced and stretched, and thus judged them as primitive and
ignorant. Other missionaries looked beyond the outward physical appearance, accepting
differences as the culture of another people foreign to them, yet recognizing the African
as humans made in the image of God.
Interpretations of an apparently simple Bible doctrine can vary greatly among
theologians. Some scholars interpret humankind's state as one of ignorance; others
believe that fallen human beings need a complete regeneration; while yet others perceive
both good and bad within the fallen human creature.

In answer to the first question, "Who or what is a human being?" I reject
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evolutionary theory and theistic evolution, while accepting the interpretation of possible
variations in the time span of creation. I affirm the biblical record that humans are God's
final and highest creation, that humans were originally created without sin for fellowship
with God, and that the human soul will live forever.
What is sin? I accept the biblical record that the first man and woman willfully
sinned in disobedience to God's command. Thus, every man and woman is born in sin,
suffering the consequences of sin both in his or her body and in a fallen world. Most of
humankind's problems are a direct result of willful sin.
What does the Bible teach about the moral state of unevangelized peoples? My
former theological belief was that any culture without the gospel needs total
transformation. Now, after interacting with Africans of many ethnic groups over the past
years, reading their autobiographies, and studying cross-cultural anthropological texts, I
believe differently. Many traditional beliefs of African peoples are not only good, but
they are also consistent with a deep core of universal moral values which can be
incorporated into Christian life without change. An example is Kikuyu dancing during
the church song service. It is a beautiful expression of their communal worship before
God.
I do not advocate that all traditional practices I have observed are acceptable before
God. Many may not be. However, my attitude has changed. I am more tolerant, more
willing to listen, and more willing to withhold judgment until I fully understand the
motives of the people with whom I work. God is a God of variety, and variety of
expression does not necessarily mean variety of truth. Truth is one, but its range of
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expression is manifold. God is the ultimate judge, desiring to assist Christian leaders in
making sound judgments in matters of truth and the expression of truth.
Does the Bible teach that the Holy Spirit works among unevangelized peoples prior
to their encounter with God' s Word? After studying the pre-colonial and pre-missionary
history and folklore of the Kikuyu people, I am convinced that the Holy Spirit knows no
boundaries of time and space. He works at all times and among all peoples (Taylor
1972: 191). He works among so-called pagan people and also speaks to the cruelest
murderer on death row. The external evidence is the lives of the people. Early travelers
among the Kikuyu affirm that these people had knowledge of right and wrong.
Studies of enculturation have produced different theories about how children learn
their own culture. How did a Kikuyu child gain the knowledge of right and wrong?
Before Western schools were established in their country, African parents taught their
children how to live. They taught them acceptable speech, proper manners, and manual
skills. This parental teaching was their medium of enculturation.
How do children learn culture? Scholars have proposed various theories that
attempt to explain how children learn their culture. Robert Watson (1963) explains the
Gestalt cognitive theory of child development regarding learning. David Myers (1989)
introduces Piaget's theory of cognitive stages. Jean Piaget's (1965) significant studies on
child development over many years proves that children learn by stages as they pass
through maturational development. Piaget found that children's moral reasoning
develops along a universal pattern simply through experience with moral questions.
Lawrence Kohlberg (1981) expanded Piaget' s theory, demonstrating that moral learning
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also develops by maturational stages, although individuals vary in their rate and extent of
moral development. Kohlberg also affirms the principle of universal morality,
expounding in detail upon universals he discovered. Ronald Duska and Mariellen
Whelan (1975) review the work of Piaget and Kohlberg, completing gaps I did not
understand. Donald Joy (1983) substantiates elements of cognitive learning theory
compatible with Scripture and harmonious with his strong evangelical position of
adhering to biblical truth. Ronald Koteskey (1983, 1991) corroborates the fact that
cognitive psychology is closer to evangelical understanding than behavioral psychology.
My own theoretical basis and analytical deduction for this study employs the
cognitive theory of learning, along with the concepts of developmental maturation taught
by Piaget and Kohlberg. In my analysis the most important causative factor of change in
Africa was the belief system ofthe missionary and mission agency. Mission groups
founded and maintained absolute control over all African schools until the move towards
independence began after the First World War (Scanlon 1964:5). The missionaries'
personal interpretation of sin determined the kind of gospel they preached and the
curricula they established in their schools. Integral to this study is an understanding of
the anthropological and theological beliefs of the missions who began work among the
Kikuyu.
Those who recorded their initial observations of the Kikuyu had their own cultural
and theological biases. They saw the Kikuyu through jaundiced eyes, interpreting and
writing their observations from an imperfect perspective. The actual folklore of the
Kikuyu people provides an authentic, unbiased judgment of the moral ideals of the
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Kikuyu people than that of a biased observer. The judgments of present-day African
historians must be evaluated in the same light. These authors have gathered material
from previous oral and written sources, and their observations are colored by their own
philosophical orientation.
Background to the Problem
Agents of change in African culture included adventurers, missionaries, traders,
colonial rulers, and pioneer settlers. All brought their ideas, pursuits, properties, and
demands on the people, effecting cultural changes. Acculturation is the modification of
the culture of an individual or group as a result of contact with a different and usually
dominant culture. A major aim of this study is to analyze the impact of Western
dominance and influence on the traditional heritage of Kikuyu culture and its subsequent
effect on the Kikuyu in the loss of their identity. Most of today ' s Kikuyu disparage their
past, while striving to embrace the patterns of Western civilization, to secure Western
education, and to purchase Western products. The attitude of the new generation towards
their elders and the past is a serious problem. It is a moral breakdown, created by a
change in attitude. This change in attitude has resulted from a lack of understanding how
their traditional moral values correlate with biblical truths. The new generation does not
know and appreciate their own heritage.
Professor Mwikamba of the University of Nairobi, in an article entitled "A
Search for an African Identity," asks, "Who is an African?" (1989:91). A state of anomie
exists among modern Africans, especially modern urban Africans. Leslie Newbigin
defines anomie as "a state in which publicly accepted norms and values have
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disappeared" (1989:91). Webster's II New College Dictionary defines anomie as
"Collapse of social stability, as from erosion of standards; also the state of alienation
experienced by an individual or class in such a situation" (1995:47). In contrast to this,
cultural identity connotes cultural or ethnic identity, the idea of identifying of self with a
specific cultural tradition or ethnic group, or even with a whole ethnolinguistic area such
as that of sub-Saharan Africa.
Throughout the twentieth century various writers have warned of an emerging
problem that is present not only in Kenya, but throughout the continent. Back in 1959
Emory and Myrta Ross wrote Africa Disturbed. In chapter one they relate an interview
with an educated African who was born in 1912, asking him, "Are you happier, more
secure, more satisfied with life than your father was?" His answer was, "No, I don't
think I am. You see, my father was not disturbed" (1959: 1-2). Many years ago Colin
Turnbull appraised what was happening in changing Africa. In 1962 in his book, The
Lonely African, he painted vivid word pictures of several African lives. Turnbull
illustrated how so many modem Africans found it easier to live in the cities or even in
Europe or America rather than back in their own rural home area. They loved their
families , but they had been taught to enjoy Western ways which appealed to them
(1962:31).
Turnbull described the father's life in a large extended African family, a man who
resided in the city and had many relatives coming to stay with him. Turnbull wrote, "As
it was, he fell between the two worlds and was at ease in neither." He perceived the
growing anomie in urban Africans stating that there was a "sense of a lack of something
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in their lives . . .. They see all around them disintegration of the things that they still
value" (1962:33-35).
In the same way lomo Kenyatta, first president of Kenya, more than fifty years ago
described what he saw happening to his people:
In the past there has been too much of "civilizing and uplifting poor savages." This
policy has been based on preconceived ideas that the African cultures are
"primitive." ... The African who is being civilized looks upon this "civilization"
with great fear mingled with suspicion .... He has been torn away from his family
and tribal organization. The new civilization he is supposed to acquire neither
prepares him for the proper functions of a European mode of life nor for African
life; he is left floundering between the two social forces. (1938: 120)

Primitive refers to an earlier simpler state of African culture with the thought of being

undeveloped and crude. The term was applied to people who were illiterate and lacked
the "benefits" of civilized societies (Tienou 1991:295-298). Use of the word primitive
was pejorative. It was an unfair judgment upon peoples who lived differently from those
in European societies.
In Kenya personal internal discontent is producing a cultural "tug of war." Which

force will win, the silent resilient African traditional values, or the ostentatious Western
cult of progress? Because Kenyans have almost lost the sense of who they are and feel
they have no genuine worthwhile respectable roots, they are leaning more and more
toward the West for their hope of achieving a place in the world. Two cultural powers
are still pulling. One internal pull is the strength of their rich cultural heritage. In rural
areas this heritage is still being built into early childhood before children go to primary
school. The other pull is the appeal of Western modernization which has all the power of
urbanization, industrialization, Western education, and materialism.
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In this study modern indicates the characteristic of having ideas, standards, and
beliefs of recent times. Modernization is a process by which previously isolated groups
gain modern technology and the know-how to become industrialized and to join the
world community of business (Langness 1987:223). Modernization is the process of
institutional growth, concerned with economic transformation by means of technology.
Its facets are expertise, machines, planning, production, organization, measurability,
progress, and growth (Berger, Berger, and Kellner 1973:9). As emphasis on the technical
increases, attention to qualities of personal character receive less attention. For example,
the authors proclaim that in modern society, "Honor occupies about the same place in
contemporary usage as chastity ... honor and chastity are seen as ideological leftovers
.. of obsolete classes" (1973:83).
The pressure of modernization upon traditional and industrially underdeveloped
societies such as Kenya has reached crisis proportions in Africa. In a desire for material
benefits and to overcome hunger, disease, and early death, Africans are grasping with all
their strength to the hope offered by modernization. Aylward Shorter declares that
modernization stresses material values while non-material values are neglected.
Modernization, he explains, encourages materialism, creates the consumer society,
undermines faith in God and the sense of sin, and promotes violence. He calls it a "myth
of success" (1988:51-52).

Urbanization is a trend that began in the Western world and has been intensifying
in the Two-Thirds World in this century. Young people are drifting from rural areas into
the cities with the accompanying breakaway from traditional customs and authority, and
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accepting a new urban lifestyle. Industrialization alludes to "large-scale factory
production as an economic type, an economic process with many social and cultural
consequences and concomitants" (Seymour-Smith 1986: 149-150). Materialism is a
philosophical position. A person who is a materialist views material objects as if they
have intrinsic value within themselves, as if possession of them can produce desired
happiness. A true materialist holds that nothing exists in this world except matter, its
movements, and its modification. A true materialist holds the position that our very
human consciousness is due to the operation of material agencies alone (Langness
1987:223).
Yes, the tug of war still exists. Constantine Mwikamba asserts:
Africans must first discover themselves .... Many Africans are torn apart: in some
sense, they are "falling apart." The sense of being "double," a "split personality," of
being "half," is felt by many Africans, who are influenced by dualities: "two
cultures," "two morals," "two value-systems," and "two world-views": the African
and the Western. (1989:92)
Mwikamba calls this condition "negative ethnocentrism." He believes Africans are
running away from themselves and their past. They are pursuing Western values and
worldview as if it were the only good thing left in life (1989:95). Western civilization
brought both good and bad gifts to the Africans. The greatest gifts have been the church
and all the benefits of modern science and technology. The greatest loss to Africa has
been the loss of its own cultural identity.
This "tug of war" between Western values and traditional African culture produces
a state of discontinuity in modern Kenyan society, especially urban society.

Discontinuity refers to a breakdown or lack of cohesion, such as lack of continuity
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between the authority of the elders in the home and the teachers in the schools.
Political, social, and economic changes came to the Kikuyu people through the
intrusion of dominant non-European peoples at the end of the nineteenth century. Arab
and European trading caravans penetrated inland among the Kikuyu in the 1870s and
British entrepreneurs intruded in the 1890s. The dominant commanding factor of each
intruding group, apart from the missionaries, was the use of superior weapons and
technology (Muriuki 1974: 137-138).
The dominating European intruders that came into Africa are labeled colonialists.

Colonialism is "a specific form of imperialism in which territories annexed by a dominant
power are clearly defined as subordinate in status. Local authorities and institutions are
either replaced by colonial authorities or incorporated into the colonial power structure"
(Seymour-Smith 1986:43). European nations divided Africa among themselves in a
"scramble" for the continent in 1884-1885 and held power over the continent for about 70
years. Britain assumed control over Kenya (Oliver and Atmore 1981).
Although the Dutch people had begun to settle on the Cape in South Africa in 1652,
actual missionary penetration into the African interior did not begin until the midnineteenth century. Most missionaries failed to recognize African traditional moral
values and educational patterns. They introduced Western forms of education and
theology as no identifiable semblance of education that they could identify existed prior
to their arrival.
Before the incursion of Western education, traditional oral folklore was the
curricula for character training and integration of community (Smith 1946: 160-161;
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Zahan 1970: 110). This education was part of the enculturation of every African child.
Today in Africa the traditional home school has been replaced by a Western form of
school and education. Approximately 80% of Africans are still rural (Oliver and Fage
1988:242-243; Mugambi 1989b: 132) and children are nurtured by their parents from the
time of their birth until they enter primary school. However, the major part of their
education today comes from Western forms of schooling, both in curricula and pedagogy.
In order for Kikuyu parents, teachers, and church leaders to learn to appreciate the

rich heritage of their folklore, they must perceive the moral values contained in their oral
literature. They must recognize that their traditional education was not "primitive" in the
sense of being inferior, but that it was fruitful schooling conducted in the homestead and
producing people of moral character. In this study, I suggest that church leaders, parents,
and school teachers incorporate traditional African values with the modern Western form
of education in Kenya. Such a product will be neither completely traditional, nor
completely modern, but a synthesis that contains both elements and is thus better and also
more biblical.
African traditional heritage has lost its authority, which was vested in the words
and directions of parents in the village. Today education is in the hands of teachers who
tend to belittle and despise the traditional past (Schreiter 1985: 108). African leaders must
perceive that moral values of their oral tradition correspond to principles of the Christian
faith and sense the inherent worth of their own African folklore. They will then be in a
position to reclaim the valuable elements of African heritage and regain their own selfrespect.

23

Literature Review
This literature review details the major books and articles that have contributed to
the content and recommendations of this dissertation.
Part I of the literature review concerns the problem of anomie, the present crisis in
identity among the Kikuyu people in Kenya. What literature alerts us to this problem?
What is the core of the problem? What are the cultural evidences of anomie?
Part II summarizes the literature on the theoretical nature of enculturation and
describes the various oral genres found in traditional Kikuyu enculturation.
Part III explores the aspect of universal moral principles. What universal moral
principles are recognized and advocated by educational anthropologists? How do
Christian scholars recognize conscience in the world? What moral principles does Jesus
teach in the Sermon on the Mount?
Part IV presents evidence from the content of Kikuyu oral literature which
demonstrates the high moral ideals in Kikuyu traditional teaching.
Part V details research of the historical background. How did conditions change in
Africa in order to bring European intruders into the Kikuyu area?
Part VI examines intruders into the Kikuyu area, both secular and religious forces.
What were the attitudes of these intruders toward the Kikuyu? What did they find in the
Kikuyu character? What did the missionaries do and teach?
Part VII provides suggestions for recovery. How can traditional Kikuyu oral
literature be recovered today to restore cultural identity and promote biblical values in the
home, church, and school?
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Part I. The Present Dilemma-Anomie
The problem of anomie in Kenya came to my attention while teaching classes in
homiletics at East Africa School of Theology in Nairobi, Kenya. I suggested that the
students use African proverbs to confirm the scriptural truths in their sermons. I
discovered resistance to this idea. I noted also that Kenyan preachers were not using
traditional proverbs in their sermons. As I began to question and do further research, I
discovered that I had just touched the tip of an iceberg, that indeed there is a deep feeling
of antipathy to all traditional oral literature in Kenya. Kenyan Christians feel that all
traditions of the past are old, ungodly, unscriptural, and without merit to use in modern
church and society.
Mwikamba (1989) and Mugambi (1989b), professors at the University of Nairobi,
set forth one conclusion, that a deep feeling of anomie exists among Kenyans. Both of
these men speak about Kenyans as falling apart, being torn between two worlds, or
leading double lives.
Mugambi (1989b) preaches that there are distinct moral values within the African
heritage. He argues at length concerning the value of what he calls "African religious
heritage," stating that Africans traditionally had a sense of the reality of the transcendent
or a sense of absolute dependence upon other power or powers. Mugambi writes that
Kenyans are losing their heritage and Kenyan educators need desperately to preserve it.
Many years earlier other scholars foresaw this growing problem. Emory and Myrta
Ross (1959) and Turnbull (1962) draw a graphic account of anomie by using sketches of
African lives. The titles of their books, Africa Disturbed (1959) and The Lonely African
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(1962) imply the dilemma. The Rosses (1959) and Turnbull (1962) draw the picture with
life sketches of modern Africans. Turnbull said the modern African falls between two
worlds and is at ease in neither. He speaks of African heritage, but does not identify it.
Emory Ross (1952) states that the crisis for Africans is internal. Castle (1966) declares,
"The young African has a foot in each world; bewildered, ambitious, he is held by the
past but determined to have a share in what the future may yield" (1966:7).
What is the core of this dilemma? What caused my Kenyan students to despise
their own culture? Why do they find it difficult to see the good in their culture? What
has happened to bring them to this place of disparaging their heritage and thus feeling the
loss of their roots?
Oldham and Gibson (1931) inspired me by their clarity, succinctness, and insight in
both describing the problem and suggesting an answer. Although they made their
observations and suggestions over sixty years ago, their analysis is still relevant. They
state the problem as one of contact between two vastly different cultures with different
philosophies-the Western culture and African culture. According to them, the mission
school is the major influence of Western values. The only solution, they state, is a
pleasing synthesis of the best elements from both cultures.
Herskovits (1962) uncovers the heart of the dilemma. He traces missionary
intrusion in a diachronic analysis. His most enlightening chapter, "The School," specifies
the stages of change, from initial resistance to missionaries to eventual wholesale
acceptance of European schooling. Africans equated European material progress and
might with literacy. Thus, literacy became the goal. Schools with a Western curriculum
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were established. "Educational philosophy which held that there might be values in
African social life and customs on which a curriculum for Africans might be built did not
exist," says Herskovits (1962:221). As a result of the new curriculum, Africans came to
disparage their own culture. Now they are not at ease with their own culture nor with
European ways. Herskovits perceives that African traditional education has rich values.
He says, "Values in aboriginal African society . .. are most explicit in the proverbs and
moralizing tales which reveal a system of ethical principles" (1962:465).
The introduction of what Ayandele (1966) calls "missionary propaganda" on the
Nigerian coast as early as 1842 describes how missionary education taught Africans to
regard traditional customs with abhorrence. Ayandele, a Nigerian historian, substantiates
that the core of Africa' s problem is a conflict of values. Four hundred years of European
trade on the West coast of Africa effected little social change, he explains, while in a few
years mission schools severed children from their homes, instincts, moral teaching, ideas,
and aspirations. Missionaries failed to study African traditional values. Children in the
schools imitated the Europeans in clothing, manners, and worship patterns. They were
taught to regard traditional customs as "primitive" and unbiblical.
Goody (1987) confirms that literacy is the great divider that splits the population of
Africa into two halves. The remainder of his excellent history of literacy is not relevant
to this study. McKinney (1976) affirms that literacy has transferred authority from the
elders to educational personnel.
After independence in Kenya, the University of Nairobi initiated oral literature as a
subject. Liyong (1972) was one of the first students and his book is the result of his paper
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in that course. He tells how Africa was transformed through schooling. He says Africans
are now weak. because they are confused. They are schizophrenic-with a love and hate
relationship, sometimes abusing "Mother Africa" and sometimes praising her.
Margaret Read (1955a), who did anthropological research in central Africa, is a
wise and understanding writer. She assesses education as a powerful force of change in
Africa. She reveals how missionaries learned the languages and translated the Bible,
attacked the African past as inferior, and then exalted literary skills to the point where
Africans demanded literacy training. Now traditional culture has no place in the imported
school system. She succinctly concludes, "Children at school need an adequate sense of
their people ' s past" (1955b:77).
Hanson and Brembeck (1966) provide a graphic account of education's power in
African minds. Even though their observation was made thirty years ago, the problem is
still true today and is growing even greater. The dilemma is a mass of disillusioned and
uprooted youth flooding the cities of Africa, youth who have unquestioned faith in
modern schooling.
How do we know that morality was taught in the oral folklore? Erny (1981), a
foremost expert on African enculturation, supports all of this. Modern strikes and tension
among young Africans are due to a neglect of teaching morality in modern schools, he
asserts (1981:xv-xvi). Shorter (1973) states how storytelling is the chief way to discern
moral values. Study African oral literature if one wants to discover African thought, he
says. Asante and Asante (1985) confirm that oral literature transmitted the moral values
of African culture.
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Ruth Finnegan's (1970) text is an authoritative classic which should be used in
every high school in sub-Saharan Africa. She proves that traditional African oral
literature was a complex oral art. Her book explains and documents every aspect of
African oral genres, tells the context in which the prose and poetry occurred, and lists
examples from over one hundred people groups of sub-Saharan Africa. She explains how
African storytellers used voice tone, facial gesture, body movements, ideophones, and
audience participation. An ideophone is a word used to denote a feeling, sound, color,
texture, expression, movement, or even silence (Dorson 1972:75).
Finnegan fails to discuss any of the problems resulting from the tension between
traditional African oral enculturation and modern Western literary training. She
challenges the idea that the primary design of an African story is to convey a moral
(1970:377-378), while at the same time she gives countless examples of stories with
morals and interprets the moral values of many stories herself. The difference between
Finnegan (1970) and Erny (1981) is that Erny perceives and emphasizes the vital element
of communicating spiritual lessons through the oral literature, while Finnegan attempts to
challenge it. Perhaps Finnegan is only challenging the idea that the "primary aim" of the
tales is morality.
Dorson (1972) also fails to perceive the cultural tension and anomie as a result of
diverse forms of teaching and contradictory values. Dorson admits that some folklore
reflects cultural values, but he takes issue with those who would correlate folklore with
values (1972:35).
Cagnolo (1933), a Roman Catholic missionary who worked many years among the
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Kikuyu, understands the source and worth of Kikuyu morality. He writes, "The inherited
wisdom of the Kikuyu is best revealed in his language, proverbs, legends, and fables ... a
rich inheritance ... handed down in oral tradition from father to son ... in the evenings
when the moon is shining" (1933:213).
Kenyatta ( 1938) reveals the viewpoint of a Kikuyu toward his enculturation. The
moral code comes from the mother's teaching of the folklore and tribal legends, he says.
He perceived the tension between the European values in Western education and
traditional Kikuyu values. Kikuyu education stresses personal relations, building of
character, and community, whereas Western education stresses individuality and
acquisition of knowledge. He affirms that the first purpose of education should be
molding character. He states that traditional Kikuyu includes practical training in the
home, field and garden, and emphasizes community, while Western education
emphasizes self. Kenyatta verifies the state of anomie. There is a contradiction between
the ideal of right relations in community and the ideal of development of the self. This
"new civilization" tears an African away from his family and community, leaving him
floundering between two forces . Kenyatta bemoans the fact that Europeans have not
taken time to learn African thinking so that education can be correlated with traditional
African education. He would hope for a happy synthesis that could preserve the best of
African tradition (1938: 120-123).
Berger, Berger, and Kellner (1973) discuss all the aspects of modernization in The

Homeless Mind. They state that values in the modern school are destructive of traditional
solidarity. Bujo (1990) warns that modernization is causing Africans to lose sight of
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family and community values.
Ngiigi wa Thiong' o (1981) blames all the troubles of anomie in Kenya upon
cultural imperialism, an imperialism which has forced English and Western culture upon
Kenya. He lashes out against the missionary schools that forced English on him and his
Kikuyu people. He states that Africa was divided and conquered, first by the bullet and
then by the chalk and the blackboard. He suggests reinstating indigenous languages as
the sole means of instruction and hope for spiritual regeneration. He is right about the
importance of one's vernacular language, but his theory is weak in stating that use of
indigenous language alone will restore heritage.
Walter Rodney (1989), a Marxist from Guyana, South America, who taught at the
University of Dar es Salaam, wrote How Europe Underdeveloped Africa. Rodney blames
European capitalism, the European slave trade, colonialism, and the missionaries.
Rodney has nothing good to say about anybody. He states, "Apart from language, the
pillar of cultural imperialism in most colonies was religion" (1989:282). The saddest part
of Rodney's diatribe is that he offers no solutions for Africa's dilemma.
As I read about this problem of anomie and the discontinuity caused by missionary
introduction of Western education, I experienced an intense desire to research
background material. Why was Africa so long in coming into contact with Western
civilization? What is the major commercial and social interaction with Africa in recent
centuries? What factors brought Africa into intercourse with the Western world? What
groups of people invaded Africa and when? Which missions came to Africa and when?
What were the motives of these missionaries? What was their message? Do any
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Christian leaders recognize this cultural problem? What do they propose as a solution?
Part II. Enculturation Theory and Traditional African Enculturation
How does a child acquire the moral values of his or her culture? Piaget (1965)
elucidates how the learning process of a child proceeds in maturational stages through
interaction with others. Learning moves from rules to reciprocity and mutual respect,
which is the highest ideal.
Kohlberg (1981) follows Piaget' s theory, but enlarges on the process of learning in
stages and emphasizes moral values. Kohlberg attests to the existence of universal moral
concepts, affirmed in every culture. Moral concepts are essential concepts of social
relationships, according to Kohlberg. He also affirms that ethical relativism is erroneous
and states that there is no real value neutrality.
Joy (1983) identifies common ground where he agrees with Piaget and KoWberg in
developmental theory and morality. He clarifies that much of Piaget and Kohlberg is
consistent with biblical precepts. Joy denotes areas of agreement as: (1) Justice is at the
core of morality. (2) Value of persons is paramount. And (3) As persons we are
accountable to one another.
Duska and Whelan (1975) discuss moral development from the cognitive-structure
viewpoint. These authors discuss the stages of moral development and the types of
Christians living in each stage. What is a Christian attitude to the theories of Piaget and
Kohlberg? Duska and Whelan affirm they can be correlated to Christian principles.
Some excellent studies of the African enculturation process have been written. In

Good Company (1951), Monica Wilson delineated five values that are stressed in the
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rearing of children among the Nyakusa in Tanzania. She lists them as "good company,
dignity, display, decency, and wisdom." These are congruent with the moral principles
found among other African tribes. Read's anthropological study (1960) of the Ngoni
people of Malawi affirms that their values are similar to other people groups of Africa.
Junod (1962) relates that the Thonga people of South Africa used the same forms of oral
narratives as other African people groups. In the narratives he finds moral injunctives
against curiosity, jealousy, obstinacy, unkindness, disobedience, laziness, selfishness, and
homicide. His interpretation of ogre tales is helpful. These tales teach, he states, the
theme of wisdom over brute force .
Pierre Erny (1981) is the most helpful author in explaining traditional African
enculturation. He sets forth the stages of African childhood and the teaching of skilled
crafts and morality by the elders. He avows that most elements of African traditional
education are similar throughout Africa. Erny expounds on the functions of popular
narratives and then elicits moral values found within folklore. He asserts that the purpose
of folklore, in its repetitive nature, was to internalize moral character, not merely to teach
rules . According to Erny, moral values are inherent in African culture. He enumerates
such values as generosity, group participation, courtesy in greetings and hospitality,
emphasis on being more than having, and self-control in emotions and words.
Zahan (1970) also speaks of the moral qualities in oral literature. He lists various
aspects of African moral conduct as: fidelity, hospitality, sense of justice, love and
respect for relatives and traditions, modesty surrounding relations between the sexes,
unselfishness and self-sacrifice (1970: 110).
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Two Kikuyu autobiographies contain accounts of enculturation. Gatheru (1982),
born in 1925, relates his involvement as a youth in the evening entertainment of oral
literature in the form of riddles and narratives. Gatheru became attracted to the power of
books, desiring education in mission schools, even though he was expected to follow in
the path of his father, a village shaman. lomo Kenyatta (1938), another Kikuyu, writes a
thorough description of Kikuyu enculturation, age grades, initiation, marriage, and magic.
His account contains all the elements of an anthropological enquiry since it was written as
a master's thesis under Bronislaw Malinowski.
Bottignole (1984), writes that early Catholic missionaries perceived high ideals in
the Kikuyu character. Bottignole lists honesty, harmony, and friendliness as strong
virtues of traditional Kikuyu culture.
Of all the descriptive accounts of Africa written by missionaries, none has Edwin
W. Smith' s (1946) depth of perception. He understands not only African enculturation,
but the moral values transmitted through oral literature. Smith states three African
methods of training the young: (1) formal apprentice to a trade or formal rites, (2)
informalleaming by imitation of elders, and (3) unconscious learning from oral
instruction and participation in the community. He describes the use of the African
narratives and delineates three purposes: (1) recreation, (2) relaxation, and (3) education.
Smith further maintains that "Africans teach very largely by telling stories .... The group
of Africans around the village fire is a school of language ... . It is the 'primitive'
community'S preparatory school" (1946: 157).
Christopher Vecsey (1981) states that African fables contain trickster stories with
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the hare, tortoise, and spider as the central characters. The antics of the characters mirror
the human nature of people in their own society; but they also teach the principle of
sowing and reaping. Christensen (1958) states that proverbs have the purpose of teaching
values, entertaining, deciding cases, and binding together the clan.
Alex Chima (1984) argues that traditional storytelling was the chief way of
inculcating social and moral values, while proverbs expressed philosophy, advice and
warnings, also being used in settling judicial cases. Messenger (1959) explains the use of
proverbs in traditional court cases. He then annotates five purposes for African proverbs:
(1) amusement, (2) educating the young, (3) sanctioning behavior, (4) gaining favor in
court, and (5) adding color or sharpness to a conversation.
Berry (1961) confirms that the same forms of oral literature were present in all of
West Africa as in East Africa. Dorson (1972), whose material illustrates oral literature
from allover sub-Sahara Africa, documents the similarity of African oral literature. The
examples of Limba stories from Sierra Leone as presented by Finnegan (1967) and a
much wider range of samples in Finnegan (1970) corroborate that the form is the same
across Africa. Olson (1981) includes examples of proverbs from seven ethnolinguistic
groups in Africa, denoting their moral implications and listing six categories of ways they
were used in African life.
Part ill. Moral Universals and Conscience
Are there moral universals? Edel and Edel (1968) introduce the field of
anthropology and ethics by summarizing the positions of anthropologists today regarding
morals . Although they state that moral universals appear in mother love, prohibition
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against incest, and control of in-group aggression, they avoid firm conclusions for ethical
universals. The authors caricature religion as "primitive" and irrelevant.
In The Moral Order (1983) Raoul Naroll proposes universal core moral values that

he believes could produce a stable world order. Naroll does not discuss universal sins or
use the word conscience in his exhaustive study of morality. He lists ten worldwide
social problems, such as mental illness, suicide, and juvenile delinquency. These are
consequences of behavior springing from human nature, problems which are found
worldwide. Naroll ' s basic proposition is that a change in social structure and a change in
the laws and administration of society can produce the desired worldwide society of
peace without major social problems. For Naroll human nature itself has no inherent
problem.
Kneller (1965) analyzes the various theories of an anthropologist's approach to
understanding education. He writes off "primitive" education as being inadequate and
does not recognize the matter of character formation in "primitive" education. Three
categories of approach to education are described: progressive, reconstructive, and
conservative. The progressive educator desires a flexible, changing curriculum and a
democratic classroom, with hopes that culture can be changed. It is child-centered and
pragmatic. The teacher proposes no solutions because the children must discuss and
reach their own conclusions and values. The reconstructionist educator is a revolutionist,
hoping to reconstruct society through well-planned educational programs. Action is
initiated through reflection without predetermined fixed values. The values sought by the
reconstructionist are the values of "majority rules." The perennialist educator is a
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conservative, believing that education should be based on changeless, universal
principles, use a prescribed subject matter, and aim for the development of the intellect.
Kneller criticizes perennialist thinking. These people, he states, adhere to the
Judeo-Christian heritage and hold their values as absolute and universal. He believes this
position is irrational and unjust to other cultures who hold different values (1965 :41).
Although I disagree with his conclusions, I give credit to Kneller for recognizing the
uniqueness of human beings. He writes, "Only man uses symbols because only man
thinks abstractly; an animal cannot distinguish the sign of an object from the object itself'
(1965:47). He also writes, "It is language, indeed, that distinguishes us from the animals
and delivers us from the bondage of instinct" (1965:51).
Spindler (1963) uses pejorative terms such as old-fashioned, medieval, absolutist,
theocratic, and religionists. He opposes worldwide universals, yet he pleads for common
objectives and common principles in order to establish a universal worldwide education.
He believes this is the answer to the world's strife.
Hatch (1983) asserts that ethical relativism is a lost cause among anthropologists.
He affirms that the call for tolerance, at the core of ethical relativism, is a value judgment.
Ethical relativism advises Third World peoples to preserve their customs. He affirms that
Third World nations today want change and progress, and the benefits of a better life, not
the status quo that ethical relativism implies. Hatch is more objective than most other
educational anthropologists.
According to Kohlberg's (1981) thesis, morality can be defined in absolute terms,
develops within people in a universally corresponding pattern, and has valid worldwide
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Table 1. Kohlberg ' s 29 Universal Categories of Moral Values (1981 : 117).

ELEMENTS
Modal Elements
1. Obeying (consulting) persons or deity. Should obey, get consent (should consult,
persuade).
2. Blaming (approving). Should be blamed for, disapproved (should be approved).
3. Retributing (exonerating). Should retribute against (should exonerate).
4. Having a right (having no right).
5. Having a duty (having no duty).
Value Elements
1. Egoistic consequences:
a. Good reputation (bad reputation).
b. Seeking reward (avoiding punishment).
2. Utilitarian consequences:
a. Good individual consequences (bad individual consequences).
b. Good group consequences (bad group consequences).
3. Ideal or harmony-serving consequences:
a. Upholding character.
b. Upholding self-respect.
c. Serving social ideal or harmony.
d. Serving human dignity and autonomy.
4. Fairness:
a. Balancing perspectives or role taking.
b. Reciprocity or positive desert.
c. Maintaining equity.
d. Maintaining social contract or freely agreeing.

NORMS
1. Life
a. Preservation
b. Quality and quantity
2. Property
3. Truth
4. AffIliation
5. Erotic love and sex

6. Authority
7. Law
8. Contract
9. Civil rights
10. Religion
11. Conscience
12. Punishment

applicability. He lists twenty-nine universal moral values, concepts, or principles and
affirms that the same moral values are found in all cultures.
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Kohlberg documents six universal developmental stages through which people may
pass in their conceptions of the universal moral values. These progress from a simple

stage one moral code of simply avoiding pain or punishment to a high stage six moral
code of internalized commitment to moral responsibility. Kohlberg's cross-cultural
studies and conclusions help me to understand that morality is a consequence of growth
and development, an implication of decisive action based on knowledge, and a state of
following internal standards that embody the highest principles of life. Morality is not
following a fixed set of external rules established by one society. It is rather a set of
unfolding perceptual windows on unchanging, deep values.
Kohlberg is emphatic in defending the universality of moral principles. One of his
statements parallels the Golden Rule of the New Testament. He says, "Moral judgment is
based on sympathy for others" (1981 : 141). Kohlberg speaks of personal worth, virtue,
dignity, ideals, and standards. He concludes, "Mature principles are neither rules (means)
nor values (ends) but are guides to perceiving and integrating all the morally relevant
elements in concrete situations" (1981 :174).
Motlhabi (1987) states that traditional African morality includes codes similar to
the Ten Commandments. He affirms that central to all is neighborliness which includes
mutual respect, harmonious social relations, kindness, gentleness, and cooperation.

T. Wayne Dye's (1976) short seminal article on sin is most helpful. Dye clarifies
the difference between cultural ideals and cultural norms. He quotes Romans 2:14-15 to
attest the facts of anthropological evidence, proving that all peoples know right and
wrong. Dye also deals with conscience. Dye asserts that every person has an awareness
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of right and wrong, but he or she is always culturally conditioned to err in certain points.
On the role of the Holy Spirit and conscience he concludes, "Furthermore, conscience is
affected by one's culture. It therefore cannot be exactly the same as the Holy Spirit's
voice ... " (1976:32)
Kraft (1 979) interprets biblical passages on the Holy Spirit's role in establishing
conscience and cultural ideals. Robert Priest (1994) and Ruth Beechick (1981) affirm
that conscience is a God-given human universal, innate in humans at birth. Priest attests
that conscience is not the supernatural work of the Holy Spirit, but a natural faculty.
Beechick discusses conscience as an innate and internal warning signal, but she makes no
explanation about the role of the Holy Spirit.
Luzbetak (1988) provides precise definitions of anthropological terms and
processes. He is clear and concise in covering a lot of material, but he has nothing on
conscience and moral universals . I am surprised because his work begins by exalting the
Holy Spirit and the necessity of the work of the Holy Spirit in missions.
Did Jesus teach moral universals? What did he teach in the Sermon on the Mount?
T. W. Manson (1963:294) maintains that "the moral demands of Jesus ... are of universal
application and validity." Robert Gundry (1982) analyzes the Sermon on the Mount and
delineates six moral principles from Matthew 5: 17-48. These higher laws are:
a love of brothers without anger;
recognition that the intent of the heart is the same as an act in the sight of
God;
honoring the covenant of marriage with compassion on the wife;
speaking the truth, as oaths detract from the majesty of God;
forbearance in the face of even the worst insult; and
right character produces right actions of doing good to all others, both friends
and enemies.
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Gundry clarifies that the term "antithesis" is not proper for these truths, since Jesus is not
contradicting the law but showing the way to fulfill it. Gundry ' s interpretation is derived
from the original Greek language of the Bible as well as Hebrew customs and culture.
Carson (1978) clarifies and confirms the interpretations of Gundry.
After examining the moral principles taught by Christ, Beare (1981) concludes that
the sayings of Jesus are absolute and applicable for all persons everywhere regardless of
culture. His analysis of the six precepts are:
Any hateful thought or word towards your brother contains the seeds of
murder.
The adulterous intent of the heart is just as wrong as the act.
Marriage is the ideal of an indissoluble union of one man and one woman for
life.
The word of the truly honest man is all that is needed.
The follower of Jesus must not let his conduct be determined by the conduct
of those who treat him or her badly, but rather meekness and patience are
upheld.
Love is to be given to all alike, not in proportion to friendliness or hostility
received.
Although I do not agree with Beare's comment that "hell" in the passage may have been
an addition due to Matthew, I find Beare's interpretations to be particularly helpful.
Jeremias (1963) says the Sermon on the Mount is a call to ethical perfection. He speaks
clearly, succinctly, and with the force of an evangelist. Manson (1963) confirms that the
teachings of Christ have worldwide significance.
The exposition by commentators of the Sermon on the Mount affirm the same
universal character for the principles set forth by Christ. These worldwide standards
serve as a canon for measuring the true moral value of teaching in the folklore,
particularly the character stories and proverbs.
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Part IV. Moral Ideals in Kikuyu Oral Literature
Not all of these collections of proverbs are useful, as sometimes only a rough
translation or a "supposed" English equivalent of each proverb is given. It is essential
that a person who knows the culture provide contextual background for each proverb, and
for this reason many collections of proverbs are almost useless. Collections of Kikuyu
narratives and proverbs are found in One Thousand Kikuyu Proverbs by G. Barra (1939),
Gikuyu Proverbs by Ngiimbii Njiiriiri (1983), Kikuyu Folktales by Rose Mwangi (1970),
and Gikuyu Oral Literature by Wanjikii Miikabi Kabira and Karega wa Miitahi (1988).
Barra (1 939) exerted great effort in collecting so many Kikuyu proverbs, but his
explanations of context are meager. He states that his book is an "excellent source of
material for oral literature," but this is not true because he lacks the explanations for the
particular cultural phenomenon that forms the background for each proverb. Njiiriiri
(1 983 ) makes the same mistake. He has a sizable collection of Kikuyu proverbs, but no
contextual explanation. His English equivalent for each proverb is often a mistaken
conjecture.
Mwangi (1 970) provides the detailed cultural explanations for the meanings of the
Kikuyu folk narratives, their characters, types, and the way narratives were told. Kabira
and Miitahi (1988) classify oral literature. They analyze functions, describe the artist's
style, and provide examples of narratives, proverbs, riddles, and songs. Their work is
similar to Mwangi, but no contextual explanation is given for their collection of proverbs.
Kipury (1983) reviews narratives, riddles, proverbs, and songs of the Maasai. Review
questions are included so that the book can be used as a high school text.
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P'Bitek (1985) compiled and explained Acholi Proverbs from Uganda. Mirimo
(1988) published a collection of Luyia proverbs from Kenya, but without contextual
explanation. Massek and Sidai (1974) collected Maasai proverbs into a small book,
arranged by subject with helpful explanations. Chesaina (1991) compiled oral literature
of the Kalenjin of Kenya. He included discussions of the origin of Kalenjin peoples.
Mbiti (1966) published Kamba oral literature of Kenya, including some background of
enculturation that other authors fail to mention. Dundes (1965) produced a general book
on worldwide folklore . His chapter on Bantu riddles is particularly informative.
Part V. Historical Background to Intrusion in Africa
What historical events brought Europeans into Africa in the last century? Although
Murdock' s (1959) text is old, no other record unfolds such detailed background
information on Africa. He gives an anthropological and ethnographic description of
Africa' s history, geography, races, languages, and a variety of traditional, economic,
social, and governmental patterns. This kind of material, written without pejorative bias,
could help Africans to understand their past more completely. Especially informative is a
full page chart listing all indigenous foods of Africa.
Murdock lists the following five sources for reconstructing history when written
records alone are inadequate:
Archeological materials
Linguistic relationships
Forms of social organization
Ethnographical distribution analysis
Evidence from botany
Two more recent books on African history, one written by Ogutu and Kenyanchui
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(1991) and Odhiambo, and another by Ouso, and Williams (1977), list sources for
reconstruction, but they fail to include evidence from botany as a source. Neither gives
an anthropological description of the varieties in African cultures, such as Murdock
supplies.
Roland Oliver' s various texts provide the most reliable and comprehensive answers
to the geographical, historical, economic, social, and mission background in my research.
Oliver and Fage (1988) relate how slavery was not stopped by naval blockade alone.
They also explain the European scramble to colonize Africa. In their book Oliver and
Atmore (1981) include an entire section on Christian missions and Western education.
They clarify that missionaries entered most of Africa prior to colonial governments, that
the major mission enterprise was the establishment of schools, and that schools produced
thinkers who became future nationalists.
Oliver and Matthew (1963), and Oliver (1952) give accurate and detailed history of
colonialism and missions in East Africa. I am impressed by Oliver's scholarly approach
and honest judgment. He is compassionate in his description of African people and the
European colonizer. Several other books confirm the accuracy of mission accounts.
Included in these are Neill (1966), who corroborates Oliver's account of the slave trade
and confirms that the missionary endeavor preceded most colonialists. Neill includes
several pages on the life of Livingstone and the explorer's influence towards the
evangelization of Africa.
Anderson (1977) is too sketchy, and some of his dates conflict with material from
other authors. His work appears to lack thorough research. Tindall's book (1985) on
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mission history in central Africa also includes details about east and central African
missions.
British authors have published numerous texts of African history for classroom
instruction in Kenya. The most informative is a large book on East African history by
Ingham (1962), who was a history professor at Uganda's Makerere University. Ingham
describes Livingstone as an outstanding figure-an explorer, a missionary, and a
visionary with a compulsion to inspire others to take the gospel and wholesome trade to
Africa. He reveals the story of England's rejection of Stanley' s plea to intervene in
Africa, followed by Leopold's scheme. Ingham' s work confirms the explanation of other
writers concerning motivation behind the scramble for Africa.
Since Kenya's independence, several texts on African history have been published
by African authors. All of these confirm the accuracy of historical accounts and supply
missing details. Most African historians write impartially about the history of Christian
missions. An example of their comments on missionaries is that of Esther Njiro
(1985 : 190) who states, "While it is true ... that missionaries in their zeal brought about
complete condemnation of all the African traditional institutions, it is also difficult to
show what alternatives these missionaries had." Njiro recognized the role of missionary
education as she stated, "The African was left with a scrambled culture and a guilty
conscience about his past. ... In spite of all this the role of Christian missionaries in
helping humanize imperialism is quite notable" (1985: 191). Other than Njiro, none of the
historians describe the anomie caused by Western education.
Oliver, Neill, and many others touch upon the importance of Livingstone as a
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catalyst in promoting missions in Africa in the last century. I also found Livingstone 's
journal accounts (1858 and 1872) most helpful in addition to a book about Livingstone by
Campbell (1930). In re-reading Livingstone's journal accounts, I was surprised to
discover his keen observation of African character and the effects of slave trade upon the
character and culture of the peoples he met.
Part VI. Intruders into the Kikuyu Hinterland
How did the intruders view the Kikuyu people? Did they have preconceived
judgments about their character? What was the response of the Kikuyu to the intrusions
by adventurers, traders, missionaries, and colonialists?
An article by Herskovits, "Education and Cultural Dynamics" (1943), and a book,

Acculturation: The Study of Culture Contact (1938), explain the tension that results when
two cultures experience long and close contact with one another, especially when one is
dominant or aggressive in some manner. He gives examples of acculturation in two
African tribal groups.
The best background material on intruders in East Africa is by Oliver (1965). His
account discusses the events from a European perspective, while Muriuki (1974) relates
many of the same events from a Kikuyu perspective. Oliver traces the history of Arab
slavers, the intrusion by Livingstone, and the resulting influx of missions. He emphasizes
Livingstone's vital role of inflaming European curiosity about East Africa. Oliver
identifies the various missions, describing their positive and negative characteristics. He
reviews stages of mission growth and their encounters with Arab resistance. Oliver
furnishes not only specific names and dates, but he interprets the historical events. No
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other source provides the significant information recorded by Oliver: the intensity of
Livingstone' s appeal to Europeans to relieve the suffering of Africans in comparison to
other groups concerned only with the Africans' spirituallostness, the relationship of
missions to colonialists, and a host of stories to support his numerous facts .
Falk (1979) confirms historical accounts of East African church growth. He
presents an excellent observation of influences on church growth--commerce, colonial
rule, world wars, and urbanization. While all these events have their negative effects,
Falk shows how God uses them for church growth.
With acute insight, Muriuki (1974) tells the story of acculturation. As a Kikuyu
himself, he describes the emotional impact felt by his people when intruders came into
their territory. Whereas the Kikuyu were traditionally friendly and hospitable, they
became suspicious and hostile because of the harsh and pernicious actions of slavers and
adventurers. Ogot (1976) corroborates this change in attitude. According to Muriuki,
ignorance of the traditional Kikuyu governmental system caused the British to appoint
opportunists as chiefs in the Kikuyu area. This precipitated grave consequences.
Muriuki describes the Kikuyu ' s compliance to the superior British force they could not
overcome and their gradual adaptation to the colonial rulers. Muriuki boldly brands John
Boyes (British adventurer) as a rogue and Charles Eliot (British administrator) as an evil
genius. Drawing on primary sources in Kenya and Oxford, England, Muriuki writes with
accuracy, sympathy, and fairness to all sides.
Ssekamwa (1971), a professor of education at Uganda' s Makerere University,
presents a sympathetic and fair account of mission history. A compilation of Kenya
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mission history edited by Ogot (1974), a teacher at Alliance High School in Kenya, is
sympathetic to mission agencies. The book details the nefarious aspects of the slave trade
and fearlessly exposes the gUilt of African chiefs involved in slavery. The account is thus
more balanced in placing blame than some of the other African historians. Ogot
summarizes the work, and shows that she understands the defamation of African customs
by missions.
Sifuna and Otiende (1992), professors of history at Kenyatta University in Nairobi ,
are sympathetic to missionaries in their review of missionary education. They also
review African indigenous education; however, they fail to state that traditionally African
enculturation emphasized character and example. Thus, they make no reference to
discontinuity in education. Although their account is quite general, their perspective and
attitude is particularly noteworthy. Their perception of African indigenous education is
consistent with other authors. They present a sympathetic account of the missionary
endeavor to establish education in Kenya.
Ojike (1946), an Igbo from Nigeria, tells how schooling changed his life. His
autobiography validates the story of missions in his village, a story of initial persecution,
then rapid growth, and finally wholesale acceptance of Western philosophy and
curriculum. Subsequently, Nigerians lost respect for their own cultural traditions. Ojike
stresses the need for Africans to identify with their roots in order to value themselves
again.
Lyons (1975) annotates judgments on Africans expounded by philosophers,
educators, and missionaries from 1530 to 1960. The verdict depicts the African as being
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racially and mentally inferior to the European and, therefore, culturally "primitive." With
the introduction of modern Western education and the neglect of traditional enculturation
with the values attached to it, a sense of loss in dignity resulted. Because African's past is
associated with pejorative terms like "primitive" and "illiterate," Africans themselves
have resorted to rejecting and despising their own traditional enculturation.
Neill (1966) includes one chapter on British colonization in Africa. According to
his commentary, Britain tried to avoid becoming involved with Africa. In fact the
colonizers would have withdrawn from Africa in certain areas except for missionary
intervention, a plea for help against oppression. Neill lists the following reasons why
early mission work in Africa was difficult:
harsh climate,
impenetrable interior,
insignificant trade, and
high death rate.
He states that Britain entered Africa because of (1) the slavery problem in East Africa, (2)
Britain 's involvement with Egypt, and (3) the discovery of gold and diamonds in South
Africa. Neill, along with Oliver, affirms that mission establishment preceded the colonial
government in most of Africa, but missionaries welcomed the arrival of colonial
assistance that provided welfare for Africans. Although missionaries opposed
compulsory labor in Kenya, Neill comments that the attitude of many missionaries
became "colonial" as the years passed.
John Boyes (1911), an adventurer who entered Kenya at the turn of the century,
provides fascinating details of Kikuyu life. Boyes was a self-appointed entrepreneur, at
times an outlaw and at times a peacemaker. His one-sided account of his adventures with
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the Kikuyu is an engrossing narrative.
Missionaries preceded imperialists as intruders in East Africa. The cultural changes
produced by missionary schools is a significant factor in this study. Therefore, I relate
the missionary introduction of Western education after reviewing all other change agents
in the study sequence. Livingstone (1858 and 1872) was the leading change agent,
effecting increased mission activity in East Africa. This missionary explorer was quite
positive in his evaluation of African character and attitude. His compassion for the
people is reflected in his writing. African history books, written by Africans, validate
their response to genuine love. They all speak well of Livingstone, calling him the
"Abraham Lincoln" of Africa. The only negative comment I have read about Livingstone
is by Lyons (1975: 101), who quotes Livingstone as stating that there are no grave stones
to make history in Africa. Lyon's entire book is a detailed chronological account of
judgments and quotations spanning four hundred years of manifested prejudice against
the black race. Although he is extremely negative, his book enlightened my
understanding of African thought toward the intruders, especially in regard to education.
At one point in his book he criticizes missionaries; at another point he states they were
defenders of Africans. Lyon is probably right when he states that missionary publications
reported only the aspects of African society that shocked the readers, and that
missionaries hoped African culture would be destroyed, not transformed.
What did the missionaries do and teach? Melville Herskovits (1962) sketches the
history of mission education in Africa, describing how Africans related literacy to
European power and how the desire for schooling became ravenous African hunger. His
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work explains the ethnocentric attitude of missionaries and educators towards African
culture. Because of ethnocentrism of the Europeans who invaded Africa, the missionaries
frequently regarded Africans as primitive, savage, unlearned and ignorant. Herskovits
analyzes the Phelps-Stokes Commission report of 1921, commissioned by the United
States to examine the state of Kenyan education. According to this report, Africans were
still in an earlier stage of evolution and had no history, nor culture; therefore, the role of
the colonialist was to establish civilization.
Several accounts of early missions and missionaries working among Kikuyu
provide an anthropological picture of the Kikuyu. For example, Cagnolo (1933), a
Roman Catholic missionary who began work among the Kikuyu in 1902, published his
ethnographic study. His comments describing the life and character of the Kikuyu people
are a combination of negative and positive description. Some of his opinions reflect the
Victorian thinking of his time, since it appears that "savage" and "primitive" were of
frequent usage. Positive remarks by Cagnolo about Kikuyu include such compliments as:
quick-witted, progressive, intelligent, family-oriented, communal, respectful of elderly,
and hospitable. He also has some equally strong negative judgments.
Hotchkiss (1937) presents a most descriptive account of the founding of the Africa
Inland Mission in 1895. In vivid language he draws a graphic picture of the joys and
dangers of a walking safari by five missionaries into the interior of Kenya.
Missionaries not only preached the gospel; they expressed their belief that all
traditional African rituals were pagan. They often used the word "primitive" and "evil"
in describing African customs. Some book titles reflect this biased reasoning. The Joys
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and Sorrows of the Pagan Children in the Land of Africa by a missionary named Emonts
(1927) presents a derogatory picture of African village life. This book contributes to my
comprehension of how early colonialists and missionaries viewed the African. Because
Emonts observed only outward behavior and appearance, he rationalizes that African men
are lazy , that there is no education of children, and that Africans are "wild, ferocious,
cruel, and immoral" (1927:11).
I am convinced by the titles of other publications that the word "primitive" was a
common pejorative term in the early half of this century. Hambly (1926), an
anthropologist, wrote Origins of Education Among Primitive Peoples. Elkin (1937), an
anthropologist, composed "The Reaction of Primiti ve Races to the White Man ' s Culture."
Levy-Bruhl (1923) wrote Primitive Mentality. Helser (1934), a missionary and professor
from Columbia University, wrote Education of Primitive People. These authors devise
their judgment of "primitive" on the basis of comparison with Western education,
urbanization and technology, rather than character.
In my research, I discovered the word "primitive" in many early missionary
publications. Tienou (1991), an African scholar, explains that the term "primitive" is
erroneously ascribed to Africans because Europeans believe in their own superiority.
Who expounded such theories of white superiority? Rossi (1980) and Langness (1987)
relate how Europeans expounded the unilinear theory of social evolution which
postulated the three stages of evolution from savage to barbaric to civilized. The African
was categorized as a "primitive" savage in an early stage of evolution.
Missionaries established schools as an outgrowth of the mission station. Burns
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(1965) affirms that education has become the main hope for progress in the minds of
Africans. Miller (1973) discloses that missionaries, who are ambassadors with a
supernatural message, established a secular system of education with a scientific
worldview.
Sundry other details of the period, some of which touch the Kikuyu in particular,
are found in accounts of adventurers and missionaries. They are Mackay (1891), Hahnel
(1 894), Gregory (1896), Taylor (1902), Stanley (1909), Grimes (1917), Jackson (1930),
Meinertzhagen (1957), and Richardson (1968).
Part VIT. Suggestions for Recovery
What is the answer to this dilemma caused by disparities in educational goals and
values? Mugambi (1989b), chairman of the Department of Religious Studies at the
University of Nairobi, blames the colonialists and missionaries for the problem. He
advocates the teaching of African Traditional Religion, but he calls it African Religious
Heritage.
Although Mugambi is eloquent, he is caustic in his criticism of colonialism and
missionaries. He asserts that most early missionaries were negative towards African
culture, that they considered all African traditions as pagan and "primitive," and that they
implanted a whole new system of education. For instance, he excuses African chiefs
from any involvement and guilt in the slave trade; because, he reasons, African chiefs did
not own ships to transport slaves, plantations for slaves, or factories that made guns and
chains (1989b: 16). He admits that "several missionaries died from tropical diseases," and
then he suggests that missionary illness was the main reason for medical missions as it

53
helped to keep Europeans healthy (1989b:45). He doubts that the missionaries who came
to East Africa were really concerned about slavery. If they were, he says, then why did
Wesley not preach against slavery when he was in Georgia one hundred years earlier?
(1989b: 16). Mugambi attributes considerable blame, but he offers a weak solution. He
proposes that the new syllabus of African Religious Heritage can solve the problem of
anomie among Kenyans, thus restoring self-respect and dignity.
As a solution to anomie, Mugambi and Kirima (1976) composed a book to teach
African Religious Heritage in the Kenyan schools. Subjects in the book include such
items as the myths of origin, traditional enculturation, the spirits, ancestors, and magic.
Under magic, the authors say, "The use of good magic is accepted and respected by
Mrican traditional communities" (1976: 118). The authors speak of the "living dead" and
sacrifices to the ancestors in a positive manner (1976:134). They assert that African
heritage should be taught in Kenyan schools to enable youth to understand and appreciate
their past. They admit that Christianity cannot be compromised and that some elements
of tradition must be refused while others can be accepted, but they do not indicate which
aspects should be accepted nor how the synthesis can be made.
Njoroge and Benaars (1986) state the anomie problem as one of tension between
traditional philosophy, which is value oriented, and modern philosophy, which
emphasizes development of the mind. They propose no solution for the problem,
although they state that some philosophies today call for liberation, some dream of an
ideal past, and some glorify African Traditional Religion.
Who offers suggestions for recovery? Several specific articles published in recent
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years suggest ways that proverbs and folktales can be incorporated in the church and
school. Lusweti (1984) prepared one of the best handbooks of oral literature for schools,
including suggestions for class participation. Randall (1976) suggests the making of
posters with African proverbs as a tool for teaching moral values. Callaway (1984) notes
that proverbs were used in biblical times to resolve judicial disputes, and therefore, they
should be respected as a contribution to contemporary society. Shorter (1984)
demonstrates the use of folktales in sermons.
More than fifty years ago, missionary Albert Helser (1934) compiled a complete
syllabus for a Nigerian school, using folktales in the classroom and recording a moral
truth for each story. Finnegan (1970) explains the use of riddles as games for children in
the traditional culture, sometimes with teams and competition. Such resources have
implications for usage today in primary schools and inter-school competition.
Bujo (1990) identifies several traditional values such as respect for elders, respect
for life, respect of sexual roles, hospitality, and value of community. He advises a
synthesis of the traditional with the modern.
Shorter (1973), a missionary anthropologist in East Africa, writes about Africans
with a rare perception of their cultures. He discusses such issues as African initiation
ceremonies, traditional African marriage practices, polygyny, and traditional African
prayer and offerings to ancestors. I agree with many of Shorter's suggestions, but I do
not agree that African traditional offerings and prayers to ancestors can be contextualized
under the title of "communion with the saints."
Other writers analyze the problem of anomie, then offer blame, but they offer no
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solution. Gasibirege (1987) accuses the elite as the only group profiting from the
educational system. He affirms that they dominate society through the educational
system, and that the vast majority of the population are victims.
Still others expended time and effort in collecting and publishing narratives and
proverbs from a certain ethnic group. Some authors present adequate contextual
explanation, while other authors merely compiled nothing more than a collection of lists
with little value. Parrinder (1967) collected stories from all over Africa, but he presents
no analysis. Werner (1933) compiled many Bantu stories, but she has no suggestions for
their use. Courlander' s (1975) treasury of African folklore contains material from 57
people groups, but he does not propose modem usage. Kieti and Coughlin (1990)
collected narratives, proverbs, riddles, and songs from the Kamba of Kenya. The authors
present suggestions for their classroom use, mostly as historical literature for evaluation
activities. Keidel (1988), a missionary in Zaire, compiled an excellent book of traditional
stories, each with a moral lesson.
Rattray collected 3,600 proverbs. He translated eight hundred of them with only a
few comments, not sufficient to understand the context fully. Hollis (1969) has short but
inadequate contextual explanation for his proverbs. Taylor (1891) collected hundreds of
Swahili proverbs, including contextual explanation for some of them; however, he does
not suggest how they can be used. Olson (1964) collected Rimi proverbs from Tanzania.
A few have some contextual explanation, and he mistakenly implies an English
equivalent for many of them. Herzog (1936) did a massive and scholarly job in his
collection of 376 proverbs from Liberia. He includes understandable contextual
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interpretations.
Wandira (1971) made a valiant attempt to compose a syllabus of traditional Uganda
stories, proverbs, and songs for teaching Ugandan youth about their past. Umeasiegbu
(1982), a university lecturer in Nigeria, composed a syllabus oflgbo stories.
Herskovits and Ta' gbwe (1930) collected proverbs from the Kru people of Liberia,
with a description of their use in society. He includes an insightful explanation of the
proverb, but he offers no suggestions for their practical use in modern society.
Klem (1982) completed a thesis on the creative aspects of African oral literature,
explaining the distinctive media used in delivery of African folklore. He demonstrates
that Africans learn more effectively when material is presented orally and in song along
with the text. This has important implications for illustrating methods of teaching
doctrinal truths in the churches and schools of Kenya.
Significance of the Study
Colonization of Africa by Western powers has produced major problems in this
century. What are the root causes of the deep moral crisis that turns Africa upside-down
today? Who is responsible? Who separated Africa into nations, making boundaries that
divide many ethnic groups right down the middle, placing some in one country and some
in another? Who established the governmental infrastructure bequeathed to the new
rulers in Africa when they secured independence?
The significance of this study is to demonstrate that the basic cause of Africa's
turmoil lies in a moral breakdown, created by change from traditional instruction to a
modern educational system, lacking adequate provision for the child's moral training.
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Education and authority from elders is now absent. Youth are influenced by Western
educational media and values emphasizing the Western lifestyle of material success and
individualism. Separation of the school child from the life and authority of community
elders has produced disastrous results.
Blame for moral disintegration is often attributed to colonial rulers, poor African
leadership, lack of aid funds, and lack of resources. Yet, Africans themselves are not
passive beings. They exercise free will in deliberately and zealously choosing Western
values over traditional values. They have chosen to believe that the answer to their
poverty lies in a lifestyle that imitates Western culture.
Moral values are at the heart of a culture's worldview. Consequently, the church,
in its failure to perceive and incorporate traditional African moral values in its programs,
has helped produce a moral vacuum. The educational program, begun and guided wholly
by missions in Kenya until after World War I, established a secularistic foundation for
Kenya's future educational system. Oldham and Gibson reported prophetically in 1931,
"The Western civilization which is penetrating Africa is not a Christian civilization. Its
presuppositions, ideas, and motives are in many respects at variance with Christian
beliefs" (1931: 17). They concluded, "The Western civilization is ... a mixture of truth
and untruth, of good and bad, of wheat and tares" (1931 :49).
Why do many Africans despise their past and embrace a strong belief in Western
civilization? Formerly, Africans lived in a communal lifestyle, and everything they
possessed was owned in community. Western intruders arrived with boundless egoism
and individualism, offering Africans the advantages of the West: literacy, science, potent
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military force, a novel political organization, medicine, machinery, tools, and clothing.
These products dazzled the Africans. Western civilization presented a power that was
greater than their own power. Therefore, their thinking went, Westerners are superior,

and thus we Africans are inferior. If we can gain access to this Western knowledge, then
we can also possess the same magical power of the West.
The challenge of this study is to help Africans perceive and understand how they
have been overwhelmed by the enchantment of material goods and thus blinded to their
own rich cultural and spiritual values. If Africans can discern for themselves the
treasures of their heritage, respect the spiritual worth in their traditional culture, and once
again respect their ancestors and elders for their contribution of immaterial riches, then
the worship of Western goods and values will decrease. Simultaneously, Africans will
appreciate that many of their traditional customs and values are closer to biblical
principles than are Western values. This new perspective has power to generate new life,
energy, and direction to all Africans who will honestly compare their heritage with
Western values and biblical truth. Oldham and Gibson spoke succinctly when they said,
"No one at the bottom desires to be a mere copy of another; he wants to be himself'
(1931:62).
Limitations of the Study
This study focuses primarily on the Kikuyu people of Kenya whose traditional
home area begins at the capital of Nairobi and extends north and west into the central
highlands. I conducted secondary research among other ethnolinguistic groups who now
live in Nairobi, some attending East Africa School of Theology-Baganda, Waluyia,
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Masai, Luo, and others. I also reviewed the literature of some groups from other parts of
Africa, both Bantu and non-Bantu peoples. Thus, I present a picture of Kikuyu
enculturation and folklore while simultaneously presenting a general picture of
enculturation in all of sub-Saharan Africa.
I focus on Kikuyu enculturation during the period of childhood between weaning
and traditional initiation rites. I have not included the rites of passage. The study
examines oral narratives, proverbs, and other oral forms found in Kikuyu enculturation,
with specific focus on the moral ideals taught. Nineteenth century scholars have
accomplished much research in their collection of proverbs and narratives . It is not my
purpose to replicate this effort by additional search of new material. I therefore tapped
the vast supply of published materials and confirmed my findings by observation and
interviews among the Kikuyu people. I examined the content of social and moral
curricula found in current Kenyan school texts, searching to discover what traditional
narratives have been preserved in the modern primary school. Through observation and
interviews I have described and documented current attitudes of both the older and
younger people towards their traditional education.
In my analysis of Matthew 5: 17-48 from the Sermon on the Mount, I do not assume
that I can list comparable Kikuyu ideals for every model in this biblical passage. Neither
do I propose to find Kikuyu moral teachings in any particular wording. I have
demonstrated that Kikuyu traditional ideals correlate with the universal moral principles
as taught by Jesus in Matthew 5: 17 -48. My search for confirmation of the moral values
in the oral narratives and proverbs includes only the six antitheses of Matthew 5: 17-48. I
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do not establish a hierarchy of values or attempt to prove that these values are the
dominant biblical standards of perfection. I rather intend to illustrate that Kikuyu
traditional moral instruction was in agreement with Jesus ' moral teaching.
The major elements of oral literature that I examine in this study are narratives and
proverbs. I also mention poetry, riddles, tongue twisters, and praise names, but I do not
include myths, legends, songs, prayers, and drama.
Summary
Africa' s initial contact with the dominant peoples of colonial and missionary origin
came at the end of the nineteenth century. Since then, African peoples' increasing
fascination of Western materialism, teaching, and values has combined to produce
anomie, strain between generations, and bewilderment. In this twentieth century the
tension between African traditional values and Western cultural values has become so
intense that the crisis in the continent has reached epidemic proportions. By swallowing
whole the medicine of Western modernity in conformity to Western values, Africans are
suffering a loss of cultural pride and identity. Must Africans continue to appropriate the
Western way of life with its materialism and individualism? My plea in this study urges
Africans to pause now and consider what they are losing in the process.

CHAPTER 2
Before the Storm-The Kikuyu Hinterland
For several hundred years before 1900 the Kikuyu people inhabited an area of East
Africa now known as the central highlands of Kenya. The first part of this chapter
portrays their geographic, economic, and political life. Then I summarize the stages of
early enculturation of a Kikuyu child. Finally, I explain the six genres of oral literature
used in the enculturation process. In this study I focus specifically on the pattern of early
moral training.
Historical Background of the Kikuyu
Africa in 1993 comprised 51 nations with approximately seven hundred ethnic
groups, totaling 552 million people. In 1993 the nation of Kenya had forty ethnic groups
and an estimated population of twenty-five million people (Dostert 1993 :viii, 2, 7, 168,
170). In pre-colonial times, the Kikuyu people, one of these ethnic groups, inhabited an
area in the central highlands, constituting about twenty percent of Kenya' s total land area.
Nearly sixty percent of the nation's population now lives in this agriculturally productive
area which has an annual average rainfall of forty to fifty inches. The central highlands is
a well-watered plateau ranging from three thousand to eight thousand feet in altitude and
covering an area of one hundred miles from north to south and thirty miles from east to
west (Ogot 1976a: 106). The plateau has rich soil, abundant rainfall, and moderate
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Map 1. Major People Groups of Kenya (Ingham 1962:435)
temperatures (Muriuki 1974:33). This land area is characterized by deep narrow gorges
with numerous parallel streams.
The history of the Kikuyu people is a compilation from several historical sources:
written records, archeological excavations, linguistic analysis, botanical evidence, social
customs, and ethnographic distributional analysis (Murdock 1959:42-43). According to
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Murdock, the oral historical accounts of the Kikuyu people cannot present an accurate
history of the Kikuyu. His findings maintain that oral historical traditions agree with
historical evidence "not greater than twenty or twenty-five percent, or approximately
what one could expect on the basis of chance alone." He concludes that "indigenous oral
traditions are completely undependable ... " (1959:43).
Muriuki says that the Kikuyu are an amalgam of several groups (Ogot 1976b: 114,
117). Scientists have validated that they represent a fusion of many different ethnic
elements, reflected in the patterns of their social organization, customs, language, and
also the numerous physical types seen among them (Ogot 1976b: 118).
The Kikuyu are now the largest group of several Bantu-speaking people groups
who migrated into East Africa from the Congo basin of Central Africa during the first
millennium. From various historical sources scholars theorize that the migration actually
included several people groups, often called Thagicu peoples. The Thagicu were the
predecessors of ethnic groups now known as Kikuyu, Embu, Meru, Chuka, Mbeere,
Tharaka, and Kamba. Their interrelationship is identified by analysis of their languages.
The Thagicu encountered Cushitic and Bushmanoid hunting peoples who occupied areas
of East Africa. As the Thagicu continued to migrate over several hundreds of years, they
encircled some groups, and intermarried, assimilated, and absorbed other peoples. When
the colonialists arrived at the end of the nineteenth century, the Kikuyu were already
occupying the central highlands of Kenya, identified now as Central Province (Maxon
1986:71-72; Murdock 1959:45,307,342).
Kenyatta, in his book, Facing Mount Kenya, included the Embu and Meru districts
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as part of the Kikuyu people (1938:xv), but today the Embu and Meru people are
generally classed as separate ethnic groups (Ssekamwa 1971 :37).
The Kikuyu gradually intermarried and absorbed the Gumba peoples, who were
hunting dwarfs, short and strong, and also shy. They dug tunnels underground in which
they hid when strangers approached (Ogot 1976b: 114; Kenyatta 1938:23). In addition to
hunting prowess, the Gumba were bee keepers, iron workers, and pottery makers
(Odhiambo 1977:70). The Kikuyu encountered and absorbed the Athi (Ndorobo) people
who were also hunters, iron workers, and gatherers (Hallett 1970:345; Ogot 1976b:117).
The Athi practiced circumcision, clitoridectomy, and the age-group system. The Kikuyu
purchased land from the Athi hunters in return for cattle, and gradually they assimilated
the Athi people into their own group (Odhiambo 1977:70).
The Kikuyu themselves trace their history by a mythological account of a man who
had nine daughters, and from the daughters' names they authenticate the basis of their
clan system. In pre-colonial times the clan system provided a basis of social cohesion
with occasional meetings of clan members (Muriuki 1974: 114). Even today every
Kikuyu identifies himself or herself as belonging to a certain clan.
Land was acquired by the Kikuyu primarily by peaceful means-hard work and
assimilation by marriage with other peoples. The Kikuyu absorbed many of the Cushites
as evidenced by the adoption of the Cushitic customs such as circumcision and agegrading (Maxon 1986:71-72). In the Kikuyu culture, as in many African cultures, age-

grading is very important. The Kikuyu classify a person's status, prestige, and social
obligations by age groups. A person moves from one stage to the next in life.
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For example, a newborn infant becomes a member of the family when he or she is
named. In this first stage or status, the baby is held close, carried on mother's or a
sibling' s back until weaning . The baby progresses to the next stage of childhood when he
or she enters into the world of play, occupying himself or herself around the homestead
with other boys and girls of the same age. It is during this early stage that a child learns
all the terms of address and polite manners for speaking to relatives. When a boy is old
enough, his father takes him to the garden to teach him skills. At other times he joins the
older boys in herding or farming. A girl in this stage learns domestic skills by helping
her mother and older siblings. She carries small pots of water and small bundles of
fuewood.
The rite of initiation conveys a boy or girl from childhood into the adult
community. The youth rises further in status when he or she is married; then again when
the married person bears a child. Further prestige comes to the parents whose child
passes through an initiation ceremony. The elderly are given much respect and authority
in the community, but this is not the last stage. The old die and move into the world of
the "living [departed] ancestors," and traditionally these "living ancestors" advise or
reproach the living through dreams and interpretations by diviners (Smith 1934:325-330;
Kenyatta 1938: 106-109; 263-268). Mugambi explains, "The spirits of ancestors
influence the lives of the present generation through their interaction with particular
individual persons" (1989a: 136).
By the time of British colonial intrusion into the central highlands of Kenya at the
end of the nineteenth century, the Kikuyu had migrated north as far as Mount Kenya
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(altitude 17,058 feet), which has at its center an extinct volcano sixty miles across. To
the east the Kikuyu cultivated as far as the borders of the Kamba people. To the west
they were farming in the Nyandarua hills. To the south they had developed as far as the
Nairobi River, where the Maasai prevented further expansion (Odhiambo 1977:64; Ogot
1976b: 122-123). Nairobi is a Maasai word meaning "place of water."
This Kikuyu area was known as the Kikuyu highlands and later called the "white
highlands" when the British colonialists seized much of the fertile area. It comprised
what is now three districts-Nyeri, Kiambu, and Murang'a-which are part of Central
Province (Ogot 1976a:106). In 1891 the British built a fort in Murang'a, calling it Fort
Smith and later Fort Hall. This eventually developed into the town of Murang'a. Ingham
reports that by 1903 there were about 100 European settlers in the highlands. By 1904
hundreds more had arrived from South Africa, and by 1910 settlers had come from
Britain (1962:213).
The Kikuyu highlands was a series of hills and valleys running in a north-southerly
direction. Each ridge of land was a territorial unit controlled by a family council of
elders. The most distinguished elder led the council (Hallett 1970:345; Odhiambo
1977:70). Ingham states that this man was a liaison for the council in matters of
decisions and discipline. Decisions were made by the group of elders in informal
discussions.
Early observers found the Kikuyu to be industrious and hard working people
(Muriuki 1974:93). Initially, the Kikuyu engaged primarily in hunting wildlife and
herding of goats, sheep, and cattle. Later, observing the potential wealth in their land,
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they turned their energy into aggressive agricultural production (Maxon 1986:99; Ingham
1962:53). The Kikuyu became deeply attached to their land as they cleared the forests
and brought the land under cultivation. Boundaries for their land were marked by
planting rows of a certain type of tree (matoaka) to mark the border. The basic land unit
was a cluster of homesteads, linked to other clusters of homesteads within a limited area.
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Relatives-members of the extended family-lived together within this homestead
(Kenyatta 1938:20-40).
After the men cleared the forest land, the women planted, weeded, and harvested
the crops. Young boys herded the animals, and male teenagers defended the livestock
from raiders . The land, however, was not individually owned and could not be sold by
any individual. All the land was owned by the family that cleared and developed it, being
controlled by a sub-clan group and administered by a council of elders in each group.
Individual ownership or selling of land to an outsider was unknown until British colonial
settlers demarcated land boundaries and instituted title deeds (Ogot 1976b: 124-125).
Main traditional Kikuyu crops were bananas, sweet potatoes, yams, arum lilies,
millet, sorghum, cowpeas, and maize. The Kikuyu produced food far in excess of their
needs (Muriuki 1974:33) and this helped them to establish friendly trading relations with
the Maasai, their nomadic neighbors. The Maasai, one of the Nilo-Hamitic groups, were
not of Bantu origin. They had migrated south from the Nile region into Uganda, Kenya,
and Tanzania. As nomadic people, they subsisted on meat, milk, and blood from their
cattle and did not engage in agricultural labor. The Kikuyu traded not only with the
Maasai, but also with other Nilotes west of them, such as the Kalenjin and Luo, and also
with the Kamba to the east (Ogot 1974:24). The Kikuyu were profitable agriculturists
and excelled as well in trade and business. The economy of Kenya today owes much of
its development to the successful Kikuyu-owned shops and industries located throughout
the nation's towns and cities.
In the mid-nineteenth century the Kamba, who lived in the vast dry plains between
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the Kikuyu highlands and the coast, began raiding Kikuyu homesteads seeking slaves.
The Kamba traded the slaves at coastal markets to Arabs from Zanzibar. The Kikuyu, as
did the Maasai, resisted all of these intrusive attempts by Arab slavers to enter their
territory (Ogot 1974:24). Because of their aggressive resistance most slave traders on the
east coast followed a path inland through present-day Tanzania, to avoid any interference
from the Maasai and Kikuyu.
The Maasai, widely known for their ferocity in warfare (Ingham 1962:39), were
close neighbors of the Kikuyu . Although the Kikuyu engaged occasionally in inter-tribal
warfare with the Maasai, their relations were mostly friendly . The raiding of one
another's cattle was considered a sport. Casualties were few. Sometimes women were
taken as captives (Muriuki 1974:96). There was widespread trade and some
intermarriage with the Maasai, but the two groups have remained distinctly separate.
Ogot says that "good relations between the two communities appear to have been the
norm rather than the exception" (1976b: 132).
Politically, the Kikuyu society was what Murdock defines as a decentralized
democracy, the most prevalent form of government in pre-colonial Africa (1959:33;
Muriuki 1974:8; Hallett 1970:23). Hallett affirms that it was precisely this form of
government, thousands of autonomous political units scattered across a wide continent,
which the colonialists found when they began to seize Africa (1970:25). "The Kikuyu
society was patriarchal, uncentralized, and highly egalitarian .... The family was the
fundamental basis of its social structure" (Muriuki 1974: 11). There were no autocratic
chiefs. The British later installed chiefs, with corresponding political authority, as part of
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their administration (Ogot 1976b: 129). Unfortunately, some of these chiefs were
patronized by the British and thus caused much trouble for their own people.
Kikuyu Enculturation
Pierre Emy in The Child and His Environment in Black Africa portrays typical
enculturation of an African child. He draws on materials from 33 ethnic groups in 32
sub-Saharan countries throughout Africa. This book concludes that Kikuyu enculturation
serves as a representative pattern of most ethnic groups in sub-Saharan Africa (1981: 188189).
In the past, when sub-Saharan African had no Western-type schools and no books,

it still had education, culture, and a heritage that was passed down from elders to
children. Home schooling was practiced in Kikuyu education of pre-colonial times.
Elders, older siblings, and peers taught by example and instruction. Goodman recognizes
traditional African education when he writes, "What is commonly taught and learned
during childhood in non-literate societies is .. . knowledge, attitudes, values, and
practices intended to transform the ignorant and willful child into a good citizen . . ."
(1967:133).

Mugambi explains the enculturation among his Kikuyu people:

Traditional education during the pre-colonial period was conducted within the
family setting so that each family was responsible for ensuring that its members
were properly educated ... . Education was a process which continued throughout
one' s life with graduation ceremonies at every stage-birth, puberty, marriage,
entry into elderhood, and death. (1989b: 167)
In traditional African homes, children were educated through the medium of oral
instruction and parental example. Social studies inculcated moral values through
narratives, proverbs, poetry, songs, and other forms (Dooley 1936:8). Children received
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practical training in domestic chores, gardening, and hunting. Elders instructed youth in
sexual codes and responsibilities at the time of initiation rites. The only formal schooling
was the initiation ceremony at the time of puberty. Prior to initiation boys and girls were
allowed to fondle and cuddle each other sexually, but sexual intercourse was forbidden .
After initiation, separation of the sexes was practiced (Leakey 1977:584-585; Kenyatta
1938: 155-160).
Early enculturation began with the mother singing and talking to the child. The
mother planted simple truths in song. The mother held the baby at her breast and carried
it on her back where she could give love, security, and nourishment on demand (Kenyatta
1938:99). The mother would sing lullabies to the child such as the following:

Duu kira mwana-i.
Duu koma mwana-i
Maitiiguo niathire-i.
Niegiicoka ringi-i.

(Hush child)
(Sleep child)
(Your mother went)
(She is coming again)

As the child grew too old for nursing or the mother became pregnant with another
child, the baby was passed to an older sibling to care for it. However, the mother
continued the child's education, teaching the correct way to greet and to speak to elders,
and stressing the importance of kinship roles and status. She asked questions to test the
child' s knowledge of kinship relations. This was done in a pleasant way as in
conversation with the child (Kenyatta 1938:99-100). Erny argues that it was customary
across Africa for parents to teach politeness and good manners to a child between the
ages of three and six (1981:102).
According to Kikuyu custom, the child was taught decorum appropriate to his or
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her age group. As the child passed from one stage of maturity to another, the attitude of
those who surrounded him or her became more and more distant. Weaning signaled a
new stage in education, when the child was suddenly taken away from the close secure
position near its mother and forced to become more self-reliant (Erny 1981: 130-131).
Older siblings became examples to the younger ones in modeling correct manners
and speech. Often the older siblings would play out correct kinship roles by enacting a
drama with the younger children. Older children taught the younger ones how to shake
hands, how to speak, and other courtesies (Kenyatta 1938: 100-101). Learning by drama
became an important part of every child's life. A child learned by observation. Any
missionary working today in Africa soon realizes that an African can "read" people more
effectively than a European (Erny 1981 :92). Farewells given in honor of a departing
missionary at East Africa School of Theology in Nairobi often contain dramas by African
students who portray with perfect mimicry the demeanor of European and African
teachers-all in good humor and praise.
Older children also learned by emulating their elders (Kenyatta 1938: 10 1). For
example, when a boy grew old enough to handle a digging stick or tend the goats, he was
shown by his father how to dig a garden. At first, the child used only a small stick. He
was complimented by his father for helping in the garden even though the boy was doing
little more than learning how to handle the stick. The father also taught his son the names
of grasses, plants, trees, fruits, flowers, insects, birds, and animals (Kenyatta 1938: 102105).
During this training, emphasis was placed on teaching a child to observe, listen,
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remember, and then imitate. The child was not encouraged to ask questions, but rather to
be silent, to watch, and to be able to answer questions when asked what had been heard
and seen (Kenyatta 1938: 102-103). Erny noted that the traditional form of African
education comprised three steps: observation, imitation, and explanation (1981 :xiv, 8384). In the same manner the mother taught her young daughter the duties of caring for
the home--cooking and gathering firewood-and the social obligations of a girl towards
her elders and other people (Kenyatta 1938: 103; Muriuki 1974:9).
Later in childhood, Kenyatta explained, children learned the habit of communal
work by joining with family and neighbors in their gardening and building (1938: 117).
According to Kenyatta, this indirect method was learning par excellence in the Kikuyu
system. Kenyatta affirmed that this medium of instruction, learning while engaged in an
enjoyable activity, was effective in teaching Kikuyu boys and girls most of their scientific
knowledge and rules of social behavior (1938: 123).
In the Kikuyu culture, communal unity and hard work were commended, while

laziness was condemned (Mwangi 1970:3). During the daytime hours the Kikuyu
homestead was a place of work coupled with songs (Kenyatta 1938:81). It was
prohibited to tell stories during the daytime (Mwangi 1970:7; Kenyatta 1938:103-104).
This delightful pastime was reserved for evening-the time for food and recreation.
Telling stories during the daytime was taboo as it was considered to be recreation and not
work. The amazing phenomenon with Kikuyu enculturation was that their evening
recreation became an opportune time for educating the young . Thus, schooling was
actually fun!

74
In the evening while a mother cooked food or after the food was served, she would

tell stories to the younger children. Sometimes, the stories were told by the man of the
household. At other times a grandparent told the stories. Gatheru draws the picture,
"Supper over, the larger boys went to the men's house where far into the night, riddles
and stories would be told .... We learned much in the men's house--of legends and
stories of the Kikuyu, of riddles, and of men's affairs" (1965 :20).
It was not unusual for an entire village to gather outside in the evening around a
huge fire where stories were told, one after another, until most of the smaller children had
fallen asleep. Occasionally, in these large outside groups, each person in the circle would
volunteer to tell a story, going around the circle one by one (Mwangi 1970:7). Often the
participants would enjoy roasted maize, cassava, or bananas along with the stories
(Mwangi 1970:6), much as a Westerner enjoys popcorn at the movies.
Occasionally, the storyteller was a special person who traveled from one homestead
to another. This master storyteller was an expert in expression, suspense, and creativity.
Marion Van Horne tells of one place where the professional storyteller came into the
village wearing a wide-brimmed hat. Hanging on strings attached to the hat brim were
objects, such as a stone, a feather, a ball, a twig, etc. People would point to the object for
their selection as each object represented a story. In other words, the storyteller was
wearing the index of his repertoire on the brim of his hat. Horne commented that when
the storyteller died, a whole library died with him, because many of the stories were
never written down (1989: 15).
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Six Methods of Teaching
Kikuyu oral literature consists of five categories: (1) riddles and tongue twisters,
(2) narratives, (3) proverbs, (4) poetry, and (5) songs (Kabira and Miitahi 1988:5). A
sixth category, which assuredly influenced moral behavior, and should be added, is the
category of (6) praise names.
Riddles and Tongue Twisters
The adult, or sometimes a child, would begin the riddle session with the words ,
Gwata ndai (Here comes a riddle), and the answer in chorus from the listening children
was Ndagwata (Let it come) (Lusweti 1984:32). Riddling was not an attempt to figure
out the answer, as it was usually already known. Applause was given for speed in
comprehension and correctness in giving the right response. Gatheru, relating his own
life's experiences, said that Kikuyu boys would sometimes divide themselves into two
groups. Each team would then challenge the other team with riddles to be solved
(1965: 19). Beuchat states that team competition with riddles is common among Bantu
peoples (Dundes 1965: 183-184).
Erny explains that for riddles a child had to know the answer already. "The trick in
riddles consists in flinging question after question at the one being queried and thus
affording him as little time as possible for listening and understanding" (1981: 115).
Thus, riddling in Africa is similar to European children learning their mathematical tables
by rapid-fire questions, such as, "What is 5 times 12?" Then, the child is expected to
respond with alacrity, giving an immediate correct answer. The African child was
learning not only to be a quick thinker, but he or she also learned how to construct
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language and to express thought by an ingenious combination of words. Zahan
concluded that for children the oral gymnastics of riddling is the best introduction to the
gymnastics of mental activity (1970: 115). Quality riddling requires intellectual skill,
quickness of wit, accurate memory, and knowledge of geography, history, and life ' s
surroundings (Dundes 1965: 187). A riddle was always asked with exactly the same
words whereas a narrative involved creativity with endless possible variations (Dundes
1965: 183).
Three examples of Kikuyu riddles are as follows:
Ex. l : Challenge:
English translation:
Correct answer:
English translation:
Ex.2: Challenge:
English translation:

Correct answer:
English translation:
Ex.3 : Challenge:
English translation:
Correct answer:
English translation:

Nyumba yg cuucu in mut! utooma.
My grandmother's house has an undying piece of wood.
Njagathi.
Lizard.
NdathiI na mundu lutenjiira huriika.
I walk together with a companion who will never tell me to
rest.
KIruru.
A shadow.
Ndi nyumba yakwa itan murango kana ndirica.
I have a house without a door or a window.
Itumbi.
An egg.

Although Kabira and Mutahi do not mention tongue twisters as part of the oral
education of the Kikuyu, Ruth Finnegan devotes a section to tongue twisters in her book,

Oral Literature in Africa. In teaching first-year basic English to a class of sixty students
at East Africa School of Theology in 1994, I introduced tongue twisters in English for
fund and to test the students' skill to repeat sounds rapidly . The first person who could
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repeat a tongue twister rapidly three times without a mistake received a prize. To my
surprise. one after another of the students in class volunteered to present a tongue twister
from his or her own language. We enjoyed the challenge of trying tongue twisters in
English. Kikuyu. Swahili. Luyia. Amharic. Kalenjin. Luo, Kisii. Shona, and French. A
Kikuyu tongue twister that provided much laughter was: Kaana ka Nikoora koona koora
kora; keera kana kao nako koona koora koore: nako kaana kau ka nikoora koona koora,
koora. The English translation of this is. "Nicholas's child saw a frog and fled; and told
his sibling when he sees the frog he should run away; and when that other child of
Nicholas saw the frog . he fled." Thus, tongue twisters are included in the category of
riddling as they are a helpful form of mental gymnastics for the young child.
Narratives
In evening recreation. a time of riddling was usually followed by narratives.

Stories blended with song, dance, and poetry interspersed at strategic points in the stories.
The narrator's ability to stimulate an emotional response, or the spontaneous response of
the audience, were both acceptable. The story could be interrupted by a song, often a
refrain that was repeated throughout the story. The song was not just an interruption. It
served to summarize a truth at a crisis point in the story, perhaps similar to a chapter
ending in a modem Western novel. The song was also important because it carried the
meaning of the story (Mwangi 1970:17-18).
A song often became part of the dialogue of the story. For example, a narrator
would tell a story with a monster (ogre) and young girl as main characters. In the story
the monster sings out his questioning taunts with a deep scornful tone. The helpless
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young girl sings her tearful answers in a high-pitched terrified voice.
No two narratives were ever told in exactly the same way as so much depended
upon the creative ability of the storyteller and also upon the kind of response from the
audience. The storyteller was a creative artist, having the freedom to manipulate the
meaning of a story (Kabira and Miitahi 1988:45). The storyteller conveyed the listeners
into a world of visual images in the same manner that a movie projects visual images
before the viewers. The narrator used facial and bodily actions, dialogue, tone, volume,
exaggeration, humor, ideophones, and song to create the drama. Two examples of
ideophones are the vocal imitation of a lion's roar and the sound of the lion 's movement,
stalking his prey. One Camerounian told the story of a hare meeting a lion. He used 41
ideophones in a period of ten minutes (Dorson 1972:76).
Narrators created a mood and shaped character through mimicry of real people,
making the listeners feel the truth as he or she skillfully stirred their emotions. Mbiti
explains that a good storyteller did not mention nor belabor the lesson of a story. "He
simply told the story which dramatized the lessons" (1966:25). Not all African narratives
presented moral lessons, as some were merely entertaining. Examples are: "How the Dog
Started Barking" (Umeasiegbu 1982:124), "Why Zebras Have Striped Skins" (Adagala
and Kabira 1985:35), and "How the Leopard Got Its Spots" (Parrinder 1967:126).
Ostensibly, the stories were told to provide fun, enjoyment, and relaxation for both the
young and the old; but in reality many stories planted truths about life-teaching what is
successful, good, and right in contrast to what brings misery, pain, and destruction.
Mwangi denotes two types of narratives. One is the fictitious narrative built upon
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fantasy of image and character, such as a fable with talking animals or monsters (ogres).
The other is a true-to-life narrative, using anonymous names. This type of story included
characters of lifelike people (Mwangi 1970:9), comparable to the true-to-life parables
Jesus related in the gospels.
The fantasy narrative was begun with the words, Ugai itha, which means, "Here
comes a story." As the story proceeded, the listeners would repeatedly say Itha, which
means, "Go ahead, we're with you." At the end of the narrative, the narrator would say,
Ru kfuika, which means, "It is finished" (Mwangi 1970:8).
The fantasy narrative was only true-to-life in the sense that the animals and monster
characters portrayed personal character attributes, often of people known by the listeners.
Thus, the fictional story or fantasy was similar to the cartoon stories of Western culture
today. The characters were not real people, but the stories portrayed the words and
actions of real people.
The fable, a type of fictional story featuring talking animals, is the most commonly
remembered of the African narratives. This particular form of African story was
popularized in America by the Brer (Brother) Rabbit tales. African slaves brought their
culture with them to North America. In the evenings around their fires they entertained
each other with the same stories they remembered from their homeland. Joel Chandler
Harris (1848-1908), a young Caucasian boy, used to join the group and listen to the
stories. He lived on a Georgia plantation, the son of a slave owner. As a youth in 1862,
Joel acquired a typesetting job with a Georgia printer, but it was not until 1877 that he
began to write the first of the animal tales that became famous throughout North
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America. At first he wrote short articles for an Atlanta newspaper where he was
employed. Later, he published ten books, known by various titles connected with the
name "Uncle Remus." Brer Rabbit and Brer Fox were favorite characters, and the tar
baby story became the best known (Blair 1973: 112-113; Genzmerson 1932:321-324;
Brer Rabbit 1990).
Storytelling was the chief way that children learned the social and moral values of
their culture (Shorter 1973:83; Chima 1984:53,61). "Oral traditions presented the child
with a picture of the values cherished or loathed by his ancestors" (Wand ira 1971 :2).
Animal fables similar to Brer Rabbit stories were also told in the Kikuyuland. The
animals talked and displayed traits of character-good and bad. For the Kikuyu the hare
(rabbit) was the trickster. The trickster was always trying to frustrate the elephant, who
was strong but slow. The deer was helpless and stupid. The hyena was a fool and the
laughingstock of the animal world (Berry 1961 :7). Mbiti credits the hare with being the
wisest of the wild animals while the hyena is the meanest (1966:36,40). The bird was
portrayed as the conveyor of messages, sometimes a warning to the conscience.
Mwangi explains:
The hare was always regarded as a presumptuous, clever, and cunning little fellow .
. . . When the hare treats the hyena like a stupid child, he passes a moral judgment
on him .... The hyena is stupid and will choose the joy of immediate pleasure even
if the consequences may be by suffering in the long run. His greed is evident. ...
This kind of tale stresses the supremacy and importance of wisdom over sheer
physical power and magnitude .. . . Kikuyus valued intelligence more than physical
prowess because they liked diplomacy, discussion, and democracy. (1970:12,28)
The character and actions of the trickster taught two lessons. The first is that the
cleverness and wisdom of the weak can be used to overcome those of greater strength and
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social standing. Alice Werner interprets this as an African theme of sympathy for the
underdog. She says that this can be related to the Bible theme that "the weak things of
this world have been chosen to confound the things which are mighty" (1933:304-305).
The other lesson is that deceitfulness or guile in the use of words often brings retribution
to the trickster. The trickster can fall victim to his own prank (Odaga 1984:26).
Vecsey explains that the trickster tales served a purpose of building faith in the
most important of the African society's concepts (1981:161). When a trickster' s antics
break a rule , disrupts others, and brings trouble upon himself, everyone laughs. This
laughter itself is a strong African sanction, reflecting shame, disdain, and condemnation
(Muriuki 1974:121). Thus, the trickster, by breaking rules and evoking laughter,
reaffmns the very rules that are broken. "Most tales end with wrongs being righted;
punishment is meted out to offenders. Maltreated weaklings triumph in the end, and
good takes precedence over evil, but occasionally evil doers triumph over virtuous
people" (Umeasiegbu 1982: 14).
The other kind of fantasy or fictional narrative, featuring a monster or ogre, was
also common. The monster was always cruel, sadistic, greedy, stupid, cowardly, shrewd,
and cunning. He was half animal and half human. The monster attacked defenseless
women, children, old women, and the sick. His character stirred resentment in the
listeners. He symbolized deception and the power of evil. The actions of the ogre
represented any obscure force that threatens the community and its social cohesiveness.
He punishes people who deviate from tradition and established customs (Mwangi
1970:26-28,35; Chesaina 1991: 11). The victory over the ogre, a victory that ends with
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triumph at his death, is a victory of wisdom over brute force (Junod 1962:223).
The true-to-life narrative was a story using anonymous names for people in lifelike
situations. A common theme was the story of a young man who wants to marry a
particular young girl. The young man, in approaching the father of the girl, is presented
with a particular challenge or problem that he has to meet in order to win the girl he
desires.
Mwangi informs us that these narratives had a purpose in warning the young of
life ' s dangers by displaying the characters of people who refused to conform to the good
customs of their people, or who refused to heed the advice of their elders. Such stories
related the jeopardy of judging the outward appearance only, the peril of jealousy, the
consequences of cruelty, and the risks of active curiosity. "The ideal man in these tales is
the one who observes social conventions. .." (Mwangi 1970: 14).
Finnegan gives an example of these Kikuyu true-to-life stories. The beginning of
the story goes,
Wacici was a very beautiful girl, admired by many people for her elegance and
charm. Her girl friends were very jealous of her and always ill-treated her.
One day her friends were going to visit an expert in beautifying teeth in
order to have their teeth filed, spaced, and beautified as girls used to do. Wacici
joined them. The expert was a man of great fame who was highly reputed for his
skill. They all had their teeth well done and the girls looked very attractive and
charming, but no one looked as pretty as Wacici. The expert praised Wacici' s
teeth and beauty and added that she had natural beauty and charm in everything.
This annoyed her girl friends very much .
On the way home they stopped . ..
The story continues, relating how the jealous girl friends tried to kill Wacici, and were
caught, exposed, heavily fined, shunned by society, and unable to obtain husbands for a
long time. Meanwhile Wacici married and became the mother of many children (1970:
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358-360).
Proverbs
What is a proverb? Webster's II New College Dictionary defines it as "a short,
pithy, and much-used saying that expresses a well-known truth or fact." Finnegan says a
proverb "is a saying in more or less fixed form marked by 'shortness, sense, and salt' and
distinguished by the popular acceptance of the truth tersely expressed in it" (1970:393).
Pennfield and Duru state, "Proverbs are culturally relevant linguistic tools used for a
social purpose" (1988: 121). Proverbs occur among a majority of ethnic groups in subSaharan Africa, particularly among the Bantu peoples. No evidence of proverbs has been
found among the Bushmen of South Africa, nor among the Nilotic peoples. In the past
African speakers were considered mature if they knew a wide range of proverbs and
could use them in a social situation to instruct, correct, or entertain (Pennfield and Duru
1988:121,125; Finnegan 1970:399).
Finnegan asserts that proverbs represent a people's philosophy, the very "soul of the
people" (1970:416). She lists the general characteristics of African proverbs as, "terse
.. marked by poetic quality .. . conveyed through simile, metaphor, hyperbole, and
exaggeration .. . far-fetched and humorous ... paradoxical ... sometimes with repeated
words or syllables . .. sometimes sarcasm . .. sometimes parallelism" (1970:393-403).
Christensen conducted a study of proverbs among the Fante people of Ghana. He
discovered that proverbs were used in judicial cases, child rearing, as entertainment, and
to teach behavior and values (1958:233-242). Herskovits and Ta' gbwe wrote that
proverbs among the Kru in Liberia were used to correct children, correct other adults,

84
comment on current happenings, settle disputes, and calm a troubled friend (1930:228).
Maxwell, who studied Bemba oral literature, advised, "Quoting a proverb is the oral
equivalent of quoting an authority" (1983: 108). The use of proverbs is the exclusive right
of adults. A child may be corrected with a proverb, but no child corrects an elder
(Lindfors 1977:23).
As among other Bantu groups, proverbs were used frequently in the life of the
Kikuyu people. One function of proverbs was to teach children. Njuriiri says, "Kikuyu
children are traditionally brought up on proverbs which are specifically directed to them
in daily conversation .. ." (1983: introduction). Although a small child might have
difficulty at first understanding the meaning of a proverb, he or she would eventually
discover the meaning in the hidden picture language of the proverb. This is because
many of the proverbs originated from specific Kikuyu cultural experiences of life. One
could not understand the proverb unless one had experienced that cultural event. This
method of teaching morals and customs became a powerful tool in Kikuyu education.
Adult parley and conflict incorporated a second function of proverbs, particularly
when the speaker wished to advise, warn, or clarify a matter in a covert manner. An older
person often used a proverb to caution a younger person, but the younger person never
used one to contend with an older person. Neither did anyone ever interpret a proverb to
another person, as that would be considered an insult to his or her personhood and
intelligence. Sometimes, when social friction occurred in a group, someone would quote
a proverb to induce others to contemplate the matter in the light of past experience. Thus,
harmony could be restored. Indeed, most proverbs dealt with relationships in human

85

affairs, and only a few referred to deity (Finnegan 1970:417-419; Kabira and Miitahi
1988:37-38).
Because Africans want to maintain a sense of community and unity, they are
careful not to offend or divide a person from the group by direct confrontation. If there is
a need to correct someone, an African strives to maintain harmony by carefully
expressing his or her negative thought in a way that is not direct or abrasive. In such an
instance, speech becomes richer by its hidden meanings which the listener carefully
deciphers (Finnegan 1970:390).
A third function of proverbs was for debate and traditional courts. Quoting a
proverb was the same as giving affirmation of truth. It is similar to the Western court
tradition in which a lawyer quotes a decision made by a previous judicial enquiry. Thus,
the more proverbs one could quote, the more effective and influential his or her argument
(Messenger 1959). Proverbs also occurred frequently in land disputes and negotiations
for weddings (Finnegan 1970:417,419; Kabira and Miitahi 1988:38).
Poetry
Kikuyu poetry reflects the people's aesthetic appreciation of beauty, creativity, and
standards of good conduct. Finnegan maintains that poetry was more highly valued than
prose in Africa. Among some ethnic groups poetry was valued so highly that an official
court poet was attached to the household of a powerful chief. In other areas freelance
poets, specialists in composing poetry, would move from place to place on request to
perform a poetic rendition for marriages, funerals, and other special ceremonies (1970:78,
83,92).
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Among the various types of poetry, religious poetry has been one of the most
common. The poetry of hymns is widely acclaimed across Africa, and the Kikuyu have
expressed their talent in composing scores of indigenous church hymns .
Poetry has been used by the Kikuyu to communicate messages about all aspects of
life (Kabira and Miitahi 1988:27,31). Sometimes a poem was composed to imply or
suggest a message in an indirect manner to the listeners. It was considered rude to correct
or instruct forthrightly ; thus, the media of poetry, proverbs, and stories were often used to
enlighten others about the truth. Blunt communication was considered to be
condescending.
Songs
The Kikuyu love to sing as much or more than any other people group in Kenya.
Their songs reflect strong emotions, expressing joy or sorrow, praise, correction, and
entertainment. In the past, songs similar to ballads were composed to relate historical
events of the people. Kabira and Miitahi comment that songs are the most flexible genre
in Kikuyu oral literature. A person who produces or leads a song can create new words
and ideas in the song as he or she performs (1988 :18, 25). In their study of Kikuyu
songs, Kabira and Miitahi affirm, "At no time did we come across songs that praise
antisocial qualities such as murder, adultery , theft, etc ... . [rather] a song may be used to
castigate one who is an adulterer" (1988:22). They add, "It is clear in [Kikuyu] songs
that hard work and responsibility are highly regarded in the community" (1988:22).
Songs were also composed that honor generosity, kindness, and responsibility.
Finnegan discovered that throughout sub-Saharan Africa it was a common pattern
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to interrupt storytellings from time to time with a song. The interruption was usually
initiated by the storyteller, while the audience responded with a chorus refrain
(1970:244). The Kikuyu author of The Oral Artist, after researching in the Kiambu
District north of Nairobi, wrote, "Songs play an important role in narratives. It is through
songs that the audience often takes part in the narrative" (Kabira 1983:23).
Praise Names
In the Kikuyu culture names have powerful emotive strength for encouragement or

correction. Every Kikuyu child was given a name at birth, usually the name of a
grandparent or other close relative. Names were added later, such as a clan name, a
religious baptismal name, or a secret nickname from the peer group. Sometimes other
names were bestowed upon the child, depicting praise or condemnation of character. A
praise name defined a positive personal moral characteristic. Finnegan concluded that
praise names were common in the Bantu languages and that some individuals had several
praise names (1970:68, 112). Not everyone received a praise name, but rather those
persons notable for some approved or admirable action. Women did not receive a praise
name (Liyong 1972: 15). Occasionally high officials, such as the president of an African
country, was given a long, elaborate praise name, with grand titles affixed to it. A
Kikuyu girl who bore a child out of wedlock was ridiculed with a derogatory name of
condemnation (Liyong 1972:80).
What about other ethnic groups in Africa? A collection of traditional narratives,
proverbs, riddles, and songs from the Kamba people of Kenya displays the same type of
oral literature genre as the Kikuyu (Kieti and Coughlin 1990). Berry states that
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narratives, proverbs, riddles, and songs were the chief oral literature forms all over West
Africa (1961 :4). Ruth Finnegan found a similar collection of Limba stories, riddles, and
proverbs from Sierra Leone (1967). Finnegan's masterful study of oral literature (1970)
gives examples of all these same genres from more than 100 people groups in subSaharan Africa. Erny discovered that the same forms of oral literature appear throughout
sub-Saharan Africa, but the relative emphasis given to one form over another may vary
(1981: 14). Thus, scholars confirm that these forms of oral literature are typical of
tropical Africa.
Informal Home Schooling
The traditional Kikuyu oral education embodied training in social, intellectual, and
practical skills without all of the paraphernalia of modem Western buildings. Each
village had its own informal training at home. It was a form of home schooling without
school buildings. As Kenyatta said about traditional Kikuyu education, "The homestead
is the school" (1938:99).
Kikuyu traditional education lacked reading, writing, and arithmetic, as well as the
modem subjects of geography, health, science, and history . However, training in
practical subjects was abundant. Elders taught farming, animal husbandry, hunting,
house building, sculpture, carving, drumming, smithing, pottery making, dyeing,
weaving, hair plaiting, music, dance, oratory, poetry, and drama. Specialists taught the
skills of the priesthood, village medicine, law and justice, and military defense.
Instruction in domestic skills for the girls included cooking, gardening, and farming.
More importantly, traditional Kikuyu enculturation included character training,
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instructing a child how to speak tactfully, control emotions, greet and converse with
others, and relate socially in family and community (Griffith 1985:248-250).
Summary
In this chapter I drew a concise picture of the geographical , economic, and political
position of the Kikuyu people in the late nineteenth century. Then I portrayed the stages
of social enculturation for the Kikuyu child from birth to late childhood. I delineated six
genres of oral literature-riddles, narratives, proverbs, poetry, songs, and praise names .
Without any contact from the Western world, the Kikuyu had developed an organized
structure of community life. Moral ideals were an integral facet of maintaining equitable
rights and respect for each person from birth to old age. In a daily schedule of family
work, play, and learning, each member of the community could experience life ' s most
meaningful satisfactions.

In the next chapter I will compare certain elements of Kikuyu oral literature with
six biblical principles by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount.

CHAPTER 3
Before the Storm-Kikuyu Morality
The European adventurer stood facing a group of Kikuyu elders. Desperately, he
wished to speak directly to the strangers, but the barrier of language separated them.

Uneducated savages, he thought, as he gestured inadequately to express his wishes. How
could he know that just the evening before seated around an open wood fire, these very
elders, with words of wisdom, had instructed their youth on right living concepts? Miika
miicangacangi ndaagaga mwana, one of them had admonished. Literally, this Kikuyu
proverb means, "The woman who roves about does not fail to get a child," with the
additional admonition, "Girls, stay at horne and behave yourselves."
This is but one proverb selected from Kikuyu oral literature. In this chapter I will
compare the biblical values and ideals of Jesus with the Kikuyu ideals. First, I define
morality. Then I discuss conscience and moral universals, followed by the developmental
learning theories of Piaget and Kohlberg. Next, I list six moral precepts as stated by
Jesus in Matthew 5:21-48 and comparable moral ideals as stated in Kikuyu oral literature.
I evaluate each Kikuyu ideal, depicting how that moral ideal either harmonizes with or
differs from Jesus' precept.
Mores and Morality
The Latin term mores is a sociological term, referring to the approved customs and
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habits of a particular social group. Every society has its own mores of customs and
activities that it considers right or wrong. Thus, in a particular society, if the majority
consider it right to physically beat a disobedient wife, then that action is considered
acceptable in that society. Out of the word mores comes the word morality. Thus, the
term moral refers to what a person, group, or society considers to be correct, ethical, and
virtuous behavior.
Godly morality is God-pleasing behavior. Biblically based, morality reflects the
holiness of God and identifies one's personal integrity before God and others. Biblical
morality in the Old Testament devolved from an outward obedience to a set of laws and
traditions. Jesus' teaching of morality emphasizes character stemming from an inward
core of principles. Preeminent is compassionate love, activated by a pure motive. If an
action is morally right, it will not bring ultimate harm to anyone. Moral behavior respects
others as well as self.
Morality is a matter of both behavior and character. True morality is Christlike
rectitude originating from God's love. Jesus said, "By this all men will know that you are
my disciples, if you have love one for another" (John 13:35 NIV) . This is a standard of
belief and behavior exemplified by a righteous, holy, and loving God who has revealed
himself in both the Old and New Testaments. God fulfilled the revelation of himself in
the person of His Son Jesus Christ. He continues to speak through the Holy Spirit to His
Church and to other persons and societies in the world. Carson defines morality, saying,
"I would want to argue that what God approves is fundamentally right and what He
forbids is fundamentally wrong" (1978:35). Morality is known through correct
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understanding of biblical standards as reflected in the life of Jesus Christ.
Lawrence Kohlberg (1981) defines morality as universal ethical guidelines,
imposed on a person during the developmental process, with intent to establish concern
and justice for all in the group. He states, "Moral judgment is based on sympathy for
others" (1981 : 141). A moral person makes judgments from a perspective of
consideration for the needs and welfare of others, not just self. It is more than feeling
what is right. It is interpreting the feeling and doing what is right. "The term moral is a
type of judgment or a type of decision-making process, not a type of behavior, emotion,
or social institution" (Kohlberg 1981: 169). Kohlberg explains that the moral person asks,
"Is it morally right?" By this he or she indicates that morality is more than following
rules, seeking to avoid punishment, or conforming to authority. A moral person develops
internal guides for making choices that work in harmony and justice for others (Kohlberg
1981 : 169-171).
Cultural behavioral patterns are not usually consistent with the stated cultural
ideals. Anthropologists maintain that every culture has ideals or ideal character types
which the culture agrees to be the morally proper behavior, but that the actual behavior of
the very people who claim the morality of these ideals never rises to that same standard
(Ember and Ember 1990:23). Kraft repeats the same axiom when he writes, "This kind
of knowledge of the ideal, accompanied by the frustration of a felt inability to live up to
the ideal, appears to be a worldwide phenomenon" (1979:248). The Apostle Paul
expressed this dilemma, "So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right
there with me" (Romans 7:21 NIV). Paul Hiebert stated, "Culture ... sets up cultural
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heroes, ideal characters, and role models . It informs the child not only what kind of
person he should be when he grows up, but it also explains how the child should behave
as a man, a husband, a banker, a clerk, a criminal, or a hippie" (1983:437).
Bujo, writing about Africans, adds, "All morality, including that of our ancestors,
has to live with the tension of the ideal norm on the one hand, and with a practice which
often leaves a lot to be desired on the other" (1990:66). In this study of Kikuyu morality,
it is therefore the expressed ideals that are shown, although the actual behavior of the
Kikuyu people may not measure up to their expressed ideals.
Conscience-God's Law Written on the Heart
How can humans know the moral standards of God? Behavioral psychologists
would have us believe that conscience is merely a set of autonomic responses conditioned
by patterns of environmental stimuli. Conscience is a gift from God, innate in each
individual at birth (Dye 1976; Priest 1994). God speaks to humans through their
conscience and other means. Charles Taber states that God is a self-revealing God and
manifests himself to all humankind. Taber concludes that God's Spirit even works
among pre-Christian cultures and people, listing four channels through which God reveals
himself to humankind: (1978:61)
Creation (Romans 1: 19ff, Acts 14: 15-17, Psalm 19)
Conscience (Romans 2: 12-16)
The Old Testament prophets
Jesus Christ
The first two, Taber states, are "available to all human beings everywhere"
(1978:62). As evidence that conscience is a worldwide phenomenon, Taber lists Romans
2: 14-15,
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Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature the things required
by the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the law,
since they show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their
consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now accusing, now even
defending them. (Romans 2: 14-15 NIV)

T. Wayne Dye, in reference to Romans 2: 14-15, concludes, "I interpret this to mean
that every person has an awareness of what is right, though that awareness is strongly
affected by his own culture" (1976:31). Charles Kraft comments, "If we rightly
understand passages such as Romans 1 and 2 and Acts 10:34-35, there is communication
from God embedded in every culture" (1979: 217)
Other Scriptures testify of God-consciousness within all humans. Paul preached to
the residents of Lystra, "Yet he [God] has not left himself without testimony . He has
shown kindness by giving you rain from heaven and crops in their seasons; he also
provides you with plenty of food and fills your hearts with joy" (Acts 14: 17 NIV). Kraft
contends this Scripture teaches that "God is continually at work at all times in every
culture" and "God has never allowed a culture to go without some witness to him"
(1979:52,218). Paul also witnessed to the unevangelized people at Athens, "God ... is
not far from each one of us. For in him we live and move and have our being" (Acts
17:27-28 NIV) . Jesus taught about the work of the Holy Spirit in the world. He said,
"When he comes, he will convict the world of gUilt in regard to sin and righteousness and
judgment" (John 16:8 NIV).
Ruth Beechick also quotes Romans 2: 15 and alleges that "Conscience is seated in
the heart; conscience was built into man from the very beginning; conscience works
before sin by warning, and after sin by bringing guilt; and conscience is God's voice
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speaking to us." She alleges that conscience, the human faculty of recognizing what is
right and wrong, is innate in every child (1981 :31-33).
Robert J. Priest (1994) affirms that the faculty of conscience is a natural faculty
given by God to every human, but that the content of conscience varies, depending upon
what a person learns is right and proper in his or her own culture. Thus, if a culture goes
astray in some particular moral principle, the moral convictions of the persons within that
culture can be distorted. Priest explains that instinctual behavior in animals is fixed while
every human culture displays some moral deviation which the culture interprets as correct
behavior. The ultimate result is some discontinuity between the consciences of people in
one culture versus the consciences of people within another culture. Likewise, because of
cultural conditioning, the missionary's conscience is not the same as the conscience of
people in the target culture.
Universal Moral Ideals
Are there basic moral ideals which are universally accepted by all cultures?
Proponents of cultural and ethical relativism contend that there is no worldwide standard
upon which to judge any action or belief as morally right or wrong. Edel and Edel
discuss moral absolutes, stating their desire "to discover whether the structure of man' s
conscience has everywhere the same twinge" (1968:16). They conclude that there is not
enough data yet to analyze and make decisions regarding moral universals (1968:207).
These cultural relativists promote their assumption that all customs, beliefs, and
practices of each culture are relative to the standards of that culture and therefore morally
right if accepted by the majority of the people of that culture. Thus, if the majority of a
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group practiced genocide towards another group, then that practice becomes morally
right . In like manner, cultural relativists contend that we can make no moral judgment on
any belief or practice of another culture. They believe that no God exists to whom
humankind is responsible. All their theories, they affirm, have scientific support. Elvin
Hatch explains that ethical relativists develop a moral theory around the principle of
tolerance, which is the core of their belief. They deduce an "ought" statement from an
"is" statement, thus rendering a value judgment-that tolerance is the highest virtue
( 1983:66-67).
Kneller also opposes the establishment of any universal moral values. He
condemns what he calls the perennialist approach to education by those who hold JudeoChristian values. He says it is unfair, and asks, "What would the Western universalist do
if his Eastern colleague insisted on transferring oriental ethical norms to the West in the
name of universalizing them?" (1965:41). Kneller believes that education must allow a
child to mature by allowing the child to form his or her own conclusions.
Kohlberg contends that there is a universal moral form and that the basic principles
of morality are universal (1981: 126). In all cultures, he states, one can find the same
basic categories for moral judgment and making value decisions. Clyde Kluckhohn
agrees as he says, "Every culture has a concept of murder. ... The notions of incest and
other regulations upon sexual behavior, of prohibitions upon untruth ... of mutual
obligations between parents and children-these and many other moral concepts are
altogether universal" (1955:276).
May and Abraham Edel (1968) co-authored Anthropology and Ethics. They agree
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that moral universals are present in such issues as mother love, proscription against
incest, and prohibition of violence and murder. They conclude, however, that data is still
inadequate for establishing moral universals. They affirm, "Those moral theories that try
to equate absolutes with moral truth are likely to find that the heavens of moral truth may
be endless" (1968:231). They devote much space to defining the meaning of a value and
ask many questions, but they offer few answers.
Raoul Naroll, an anthropologist, does not claim any knowledge of worldwide moral
values, but he does list ten problems that are worldwide in scope. In order to solve these
problems and to secure "a stable future world order" (1983:52), Naroll proposes his own
universal moral values. He states, "To take charge of ourselves, we must all agree on
some common values, some common principles, some common policies for mankind at
large" (1983:28). He lists the following essential core values to be accepted by all:
Peace, secured through central authority of law and change by non-violent
means .
Order, obtained through social justice and economic efficiency.
Diversity, through increasing knowledge and tolerance of wider religious,
social, economic, and political differences. (1983:376)
Naroll thus elevates the necessity for peace, justice, equity, and tolerance, but he does not
delineate sins and worldwide moral virtues.
W. D. Hambly, an anthropologist who studied cultures from around the world,
wrote as early as 1926, " . .. although standards of conduct and methods of enforcing
them vary from region to region, there are universal axioms of conduct. Differences in
the treatment of homicide, theft, adultery, and other crimes are differences in degree and
not in kind . .. " (1926:381).
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T. Wayne Dye affirms the following as worldwide ideals: respect for human life,
freedom, truth and honesty, and sexual conduct that honors the community. Universally
prohibited are such behaviors as murder, lying, stealing, and adultery (1976:30). Thus,
according to Dye, four of the Ten Commandments of the Old Testament are universally
accepted.
Similarly, David Livingstone, while traveling in the interior of Central Africa,
where no European had ever been before, discovered, "Respecting the sense of right and
wrong, they profess that nothing we indicate as sin ever appeared to them as otherwise,
except the statement that it was wrong to have more wives than one" (1858: 176).
The Bible affirms not only the existence of a personal, holy God, but also standards
of what is right and wrong for all persons in all cultures. Expressions of these universal
moral standards are found in such biblical portions as the Ten Commandments and the
Sermon on the Mount. In Matthew 5:21-48, a portion of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus
not only re-affirmed several of the Old Testament commandments, but He also decreed
that God's standard of morality extends beyond exterior demeanor. God looks at the
inner attitudes and motives of the heart, not just outer behavior.
Developmental Theories
The Gestalt theory developed in Germany under Max Wertheimer (1880-1943),
Kurt Koffka (1886-1941), and Wolfgang Kohler (1887 -1967). The word Gestalt means
form or pattern in German. Essential feature of this theory is that the mind tends to move
toward completion of an idea. Minimal, incomplete, and gradually increasing
information is processed until the mind "sees" where the clues are leading. The mind
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leaps to see the completed object even though the information is still incomplete. This
moment of "seeing" the final result is called insight. When insight is reached, further
information may confirm or correct the insight, but it will not add essentially to the
information (Watson 1963).
Cognitive psychology developed out of Gestalt theory and has come into
prominence in the latter part of this century. The essence of cognitive psychology is
recognition of the human mind's ability to process multiple stimuli simultaneously and
then focus on certain stimuli to produce meaning, thus identifying a pattern. Humans
perceive and organize their thinking by forming mental concepts. The cognitive-structure
theory affirms that humans think, reason, and conceptualize. This sets us apart from
animals, making humans biologically unique. A child may indeed learn not to touch a
hot fire because of an unpleasant stimulus-response pattern, but a child is also able to
reason and conceptualize. God has given each person a mind that is complex far beyond
the brains of animals. Humans alone are able to communicate by forming concepts and
expressing them in creative ways. The cognitive approach to human learning recognizes
the complexity of the human mind and its ability to reason. The cognitive approach takes
a high view of human mental capacities. Thus, it is more compatible with the evangelical
interpretation of human nature and learning (Koteskey 1983, 1991).
A behavioral approach to learning holds that humans are the sum total of their
genetics and their environmental stimuli. Evangelicals agree that genetics and
environment are important in a person's life, but they believe that the mind, reasoning,
and the human will are prime determinants of character and actions. The cognitive
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learning approach allows space for private interpretation of meaning and free choice,
while behavioral psychologists tend to give a deterministic and mechanistic interpretation
of life. Mary Ellen Goodman affirms the uniqueness of individuals when she says,
"There is evidence, however, that each child reacts selectively to the array of cultural
elements spread out before him or urged upon him" (1967: 13).
Jean Piaget (1965) acquired rich insight concerning the maturation phases of a
child's growth in the area of cognitive understanding and moral development. Piaget was
a Swiss epistemologist who developed a theory of child development, teaching that
children possess ability to learn concepts in stages as their minds mature through the
years from birth to adulthood. He delineated the learning processes of each stage and
how learning concepts are either symbolized or reasoned at each period of a person 's life.
His theory fits cross-cultural descriptions of learning by peoples all over the world,
demonstrating that the understanding of rules and correct behavior develops in stages
throughout childhood.
At the age of three to four years, Piaget discovered, a child learns motor skills and
complies to the coercive rules of elders. A child between the ages of five to seven years
is egocentric, learning to accept rules that will protect his or her own self-interest. A
typical child at the age of seven to eight years is capable of learning mutual respect and of
understanding the necessity to cooperate with peers. The final stage of maturation,
beginning about ages 11 or 12, is a child's evolving awareness of principles affirmed by
mutual peer consent. Morality is not biologically innate, Piaget concludes; it unfolds in
stages of growth through mutual interaction (1965:86).
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Donald Joy presents a clear analysis of the developmental stages of morality. Joy
illustrates three levels of maturation:
Level One: Egocentric
Level Two: Heterocentric
Level Three:Logocentric
In the egocentric stage a person responds to physical consequences, avoiding that which

is forbidden because it brings pain, and seeking that which brings pleasure. In the
heterocentric stage, a person begins to see and respond to others and to their rules. His or
her desire is to be accepted and avoid ostracism. In the logocentric stage, a person
perceives ultimate principles, voluntarily following moral principles in order to insure
well being of the group. A person admires and respects others (1983:21). According to
Joy, growth to stage three requires a "leap of faith," a submission to God and His
universal unchanging values (1983 :26).
Lawrence Kohlberg (1981) studied the cognitive moral development of childhood
and further reinforced the theory of learning by development in stages. He analyzed the
growth of moral reasoning by stages from childhood to adulthood, acknowledging the
existence of universal moral norms and universal categories of moral judgment
(1981: 116-117). In other words, there is a universal moral law written in the hearts of all
persons. Among Kohlberg's 29 universal moral categories are obedience, respect for
character of the person, harmony in social relations, fairness, preservation of life, respect
for property, and truth (1981: 117). He affirmed, "Almost all individuals in all cultures
use the same basic 29 moral categories ... [but there are] marked differences in the
hierarchical order of these universal value concepts" (1981: 126).
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Table 2. Kohlberg' s Stages of Moral Development (1981: 118-122).
STAGES OF GROWTH IN MORAL DEVELOPMENT

Stage One:

Avoid punishment or pain [fear]

Stage Two:

Get reward or benefit [instrumentallhedonism]

Stage Three: Avoid disapproval of others [informal]
Stage Four:

A void blame or guilt from society [formal]

Stage Five:

Maintain respect of equals [group awareness]

Stage Six:

Internalize moral principles [personal conscience]

Kohlberg, like Piaget, also demonstrated a universal pattern of moral
understanding, evolving by stages in the developmental years of childhood. Kohlberg's
highest and last stage of moral development-stage six-is a person ' s " . .. recognition
of universal substantive principles behind the moral point of view" (1981: 130).
Duska and Whelan validate the developmental theories of Piaget and Kohlberg by
affirming, "Moral development is not a process of imprinting rules and virtues, but a
process of transformation of cognitive structures" (1975 :7). Their analysis clarifies
Kohlberg's initial stage one of development as a child following rules under parental
authority. They explained Kohlberg's stage four of moral development as a child or
person who comprehends moral principles apart from parental authority and peer
pressure. At this stage a person capably defines a consciously moral value or principle
(1975 :69).
In their analysis of Kohlberg's theory, the authors explain a person at stage five
realizes these moral principles to be abstract, ethical, and bringing the greatest good for
the greatest number of people (1975 :78). Duska and Whelan observed, "For Kohlberg
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there is no such thing as necessary development. We can find adults at all levels of
development" (1975:84). In other words, some adults are still at stage one, behaving as
little children and obeying only those rules enforced by authority .
Kohlberg summarized his findings after many years of study with diverse cultures.
He concluded:
Virtue is ultimately one;
The core of this ideal form is justice;
He who knows the good chooses the good; and
There is the ideal form of the good, not just a correct opinion or acceptance of
conventional beliefs. (1981: 189)
KoWberg did not derive his principles through personal faith in God. On the contrary,
KoWberg arrived at his conclusions on the basis of empirical scientific investigation (Joy
1983:47).
KoWberg defined justice as the highest moral value. The Bible designates
righteousness as the highest moral value, and love is derived from it. Human morality,
Joy explains, is bestowed upon us as the image of God; therefore, we are obligated to deal
with sin, both matters of which Kohlberg ignored (1983:53). Joy declares, "Morality is
superhuman in origin and source" (1983 :54) and "Human morality ... sets humans apart
from everything else that breathes" (1983:57).
Pierre Emy, after studying 33 ethnic groups from 22 countries in sub-Saharan
Africa, concluded, "[African] moral education seeks to lead a child from a simple
conformity to rules, to feeling the attraction of values, and finally to hearing the call of
the ideals. .. to the creation of his own norms" (1981 : 120).
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Six Moral Antitheses from Jesus
In order to clarify the moral standards as enunciated by Jesus in Matthew 5:21 -48, I

list below six antitheses, with summaries of each as interpreted by biblical scholars. In
each antithesis, Jesus refers to an Old Testament law or principle, contrasting it with His
own interpretation, "But I say to you . .. " in rebuttal to the legalistic outward form of
behavior practiced by Jewish religious leaders of that time.
Table 3. Six Moral Antitheses of Jesus From the Sermon on the Mount
NEW TESTAMENT

OLD TESTAMENT
REFERENCE

EXPLANATION BY
JESUS CHRIST

First Antithesis:
Matthew 5:21-26

Sixth Commandment Exodus 20: 13

Anger against your brother or
sister is like murder

Second Antithesis:
Matthew 5:27-30

Seventh Commandment Exodus 20:14

Lustful thought is like adultery

Third Antithesis:
Matthew 5:31-32

Divorce with certificateDeuteronomy 24: 1-4

No divorce except for
fornication

Fourth Antithesis:
Matthew 5:33-37

Do not break oath Deuteronomy 23 :22-24
Third Commandment Exodus 20:7 (God's Name in
Vain)
Ninth Commandment Exodus 20: 16 (Not bear false
witness)

No oath making in God ' s
name ; Honest words from an
honest heart

Fifth Antithesis:
Matthew 5:38-42

Exodus 21 :24
Leviticus 24 :20
Deuteronomy 19:21

Turn cheek; Go two miles ;
Give even to wrongdoers

Sixth Antithesis:
Matthew 5:43-48

Love even your enemies; Pray
for your persecutors

The first antithesis compares the Old Testament sixth commandment (forbidding
murder) with the higher ideal of Jesus that defines anger against a brother as an offense
equally as grave in God's eyes as murder. Carson proposes the necessity of examining
inner attitudes towards others since God absolutely forbids anger and contempt. When
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angry with another person, Carson explains, the basic problem is being personally
offended. Using unkind epithets is character assassination, states Carson (1978:40-43).
Beare elaborates, affirming that hatred contains within itself the seeds of murder
(1981: 124, 147). Jeremias advises cultivating a Christlike attitude towards brother or
sister (1963:6, 25).
In the course of this chapter, I will refer to this first antithesis as Respect the life

and character of every person.
In the second antithesis as listed above, Jesus augments the Old Testament
command against adultery, declaring that lustful intent of the heart is the same as
committed adultery in God's standard of righteousness. Gundry says that Jesus is
emphasizing the gravity of "adultery in the heart" (Gundry 1982:87, 89). Beare asserts
that a lustful look is a token of the will to commit adultery (1981:145). Jeremias clarifies
the issue by stating, "Jesus demands chastity that extends even to the avoidance of an
impure look . ... We must exercise a proper attitude to women and to marriage" (1963:6,
25). Marriage is a lifetime union, avows Manson (1963:293).
In the third antithesis Jesus attacks the Jewish attitude to divorce, averring that
fornication is the only acceptable cause for divorce. Gundry explains that a man needs to
exercise compassion toward his wife (1982:90). Carson quotes Malachi 2: 16, explaining
that initially all divorce was inconceivable, as God hates divorce. Carson affirms that
Jesus flatly prohibits divorce and expects marriage to be a commitment for a lifetime. He
writes, "Love is the determined commitment to seek the other's good" (1978:45-56).
In further reference to the second and third antitheses, I identify them together as
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Respect the sanctity of sex and marriage.

Jesus emphasizes honesty in the fourth antithesis, rebuking Jewish religious leaders
for invoking God's name in their man-made rules concerning permissible and prohibited
oaths. Rather than invoke the name of God to affirm a statement as truthful, one must
always speak the truth, practicing sincerity as a guide through life (Gundry 1982:93, 100).
Carson explains that the Old Testament did permit people to take oaths, but that the
Jewish teachers composed new additional rules concerning oaths which allowed
deceptive behavior. These rules were incorporated into the Jewish Misnah (1978:47-48).
Jeremias affirms, "Jesus demands absolute veracity" (1963 :6). Manson goes further to
allege that oaths are really unnecessary, since a person's word is enough and that every
person should be trusted to tell the truth at all times (1963:298).
For the purpose of this paper, antithesis number four will be referred to as Speak
the truth.

In the fifth antithesis Jesus discusses the problem of justice and retribution. He
advises his followers to "turn the other cheek" and "go the second mile." Gundry
interprets this to mean that God expects his followers to control their passion. He
explains that God's ideal is for the punishment to fit, not exceed a crime. Human nature
yearns to revenge, making retribution an occasion to be remembered. Jesus instructs us
to exercise a meek spirit, even in the face of insult, to keep on giving of ourselves, and to
guard against a revengeful spirit (1982:94-100). Jesus, states Carson, admonishes
selflessness in the midst of personal abuse. He writes, "The burden of the passage is that
Jesus will not tolerate a mercenary, tight-fisted, penny-pinching attitude," since personal
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self-sacrifice is the way of the cross (1978:51-52).
Beare advises putting an end to the vendetta, the blood feud, and private vengeance.
He affirms that Jesus allows no revenge at all and that a disciple of Jesus will not demand
his or her rights (1981: 148-159). As Jeremias explains, the law of an eye for an eye was
no longer literally applied at the time of Jesus, but this law did form the foundation of
civil justice. We should bear hatred and insult, he advises, and thus overcome evil by
forgiving injustices against us (1963:28-29).
In the sixth and last antithesis, Jesus compares human nature with God's divine

nature by asking His followers to love even their enemies and to pray for their
persecutors. "Perfect love is to do good and not just feel good," declares Gundry. We
must exercise meekness, even toward our enemies (1982:98, 100). Beare advises us to
love the wrongdoer, pray for that person, as true love is grounded upon the nature of God
(1 981: 162). Manson concludes, "The sum of morality is to have the mind which was also
in Christ Jesus" (1963:312).
For the purpose of further analysis in this paper, I combine the fifth and sixth
antitheses into a statement, Aim for perfect love, even for those who hurt you.
Traditional Kikuyu Moral Ideals
How do Kikuyu ideals compare with the teachings of Jesus? Do the following
injunctions find comparable expression in Kikuyu oral literature?
•

Respect the life and character of every person.

•

Respect the sanctity of sex and marriage.

•
•

Speak the truth.
Aim for perfect love, even for those who hurt you.

108
I now present examples of Kikuyu moral ideals, selected from their proverbs, narratives,
and poetry, to demonstrate the moral concepts Kikuyu taught their children as right
practice. Following each ideal, I evaluate how that ideal compares with Jesus' precept.
Respect the Life and Character of Every Person
In the first antithesis Jesus admonishes a proper attitude towards others. He
explains that hatred, malice, and disruption of fellowship in the community is as grave an
offense as murder in God's sight. Personal reconciliation to others is the ideal for
followers of Christ.
How does Kikuyu teaching compare with Jesus' teaching to respect the life and
character of every person. First, the Kikuyu clearly forbade murder, even though they

allowed defensive homicide. Traditional stories condemned a man for murdering his
wife and a parent for murdering his or her child. They also condemned wrong motives of
the heart, such as killing out of jealousy or rage. This reflects discernment of human
emotions and actions. One story even condemns the unnecessary killing of a baby bird.
It illustrates their high respect for life. Motlhabi asserts that to an African "Morality . . .

is defined as the right and generous way of acting towards one's fellows" (1987:95).
For a Kikuyu, maintaining harmonious relationships is an attribute to be desired
more than material possessions. Self-worth and self-esteem are not gained by selfexpression and self-fulfillment, but rather by sustaining peace in personal relationships.
This is evident in their careful phrasing of words, guarding against negative emotional
outbursts , and sharing of home and food with friends and strangers. In traditional Africa
whenever two people meet, whether they are friends or strangers, the two parties take
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time to greet one another and build a relationship rather than rush on to meet a time
schedule or planned appointment (Mugambi 1989b: 187).
Among the Kikuyu, right relationship and behavior towards others is more
important than seeking one's own desires and fulfillment of personal needs. The Kikuyu
emphasized a generous and hospitable behavior towards others. The Kikuyu home
encouraged neighborliness, respect of others, harmony in interpersonal relations,
kindness, gentleness, cooperation, and conformity to accepted customs (Motlhabi
1987:94).
Kikuyu traditional stories taught the value of mutual respect for life. Kabira and
Miitahi relate a traditional story of a woman and a bird, illustrating this respect for life. A
pregnant woman prepares to cut down a banana tree; but she discovers a bird has built its
nest in the tree. Seeing the eggs in the nest, the woman continues with her own plans,
killing the unhatched baby birds. The mother bird, watching from above, sings
plaintively and prophetically, "You have killed my children, haven't you? You will cry
from sunrise to sunset." When the woman gives birth to her baby, the bird, together with
other birds, interferes with the birth process, attacking and destroying the newborn child.
This story is interspersed with drama and ideophones such as the imitation of the mother
bird's song (1988:11-13). The same story is related by Mwangi, but in her rendition the
bird sings at the end to the weeping mother, "Muthoni, Muthoni, do not cry, what you do
to other people will be done to you also" (1970:44-45).
Another Kikuyu story teaches prohibition of murder. A man has two wives, each
of which bore a child named Miiiiya. The first wife dies. The man loves the orphaned
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child more than the other child so much that the second wife grows intensely jealous,
attempting to kill the orphaned child. However, the child lives and the woman runs away
only to be killed by her husband (Kabira and Miitahi 1988:63-68). Another story teaches
the same truths . A wicked stepmother kills her stepdaughter. Subsequently, the
stepmother is changed into a hyena, and her dead daughter into a fox (1988: 100-102).
Mwangi recounts a similar story of an unborn child who avenges the death of its mother,
killed by her husband (1970:44).
Many ogre stories of the Kikuyu people convey this same respect for life. The
ogre's character displays cruelty, sadism, greediness, and cunning, desiring to hurt and
kill others. The audience was always relieved at the conclusion of these stories when the
ogre is slain by the hero (Mwangi 1970:28-36).
In sub-Saharan Africa, proverbs were commonly used by adults to smooth social

friction (Finnegan 1970:419). Many Kikuyu proverbs teach the gravity of maintaining
right relationship to one's fellow human. An example is, GIthiiri kin mwatii wa ngotoko.
The literal translation is "The chest contains a beehive full of pride." The hidden meaning
is that proud people have a chest full of pride and excuses to justify their wickedness
(Barra 1939:9). Another proverb advises, Gitiganinro kiriigitwo ni ldriigamanio. The
translation of the proverb states, "Talking something over is better than leaving it
pending" (Barra 1939: 10). One Kikuyu proverb reads, Marakara nl gltei. The translation
warns, "Getting into a rage means being proud" (Barra 1939:46). A fourth Kikuyu
proverb states, Mucukani ndarl mucH mwega. A literal reading is "A slanderer has no
peaceful home" (Barra 1939:53).
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A Nandi proverb from Kenya states, "Ngopanjii kwe, komepane kiruk." It
translates, "Because a man has injured your goat, do not injure his bull" (Hollis
1969: 132). Herzog collected more than 376 proverbs from Liberia (1936). One of them
translates, "If you are stingy, your bad reputation will spread" (1936:206). Farsi lists 513
Swahili proverbs from the coast of East Africa. One of them says, Wema hauozi, which
translates, "Kindness never goes bad" (1958:51).
Scholars who have studied the traditional African cultures conclude that Africans
have always had "a deep sense of communal interest and spirit" (Muriuki 1974: 112).
Mugambi discusses how this is evidenced in decision making. Africans seek a consensus
of group opinion prior to making a decision involving conflicting interests. Such a
decision may be delayed for several meetings until harmony and agreement among
brethren is achieved. This cooperation has the ultimate purpose of preserving the
wholeness and life of the community (1989b:132-133).
Mugambi and Erny both agree regarding a person's self-identity in traditional
African life. Finding identity in the group or community where a person belongs is more
significant than self-esteem to an African. Whereas the Westerner asks, "Who am I?" and
"Who is that person in his or her own eyes?" the African asks, "Who are the others?" or
"Who am I in their eyes?" (Mugambi 1989b: 135-136; Erny 1981 :79) .
Respect the Sanctity of Sex and Marriage
The second and third antitheses of Jesus in Matthew 5 detail God's protective
design for heterosexual relationships: a man's attitude toward women, the sanctity of sex
and marriage, and God's hatred of divorce except on the grounds of fornication. Because
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both of these antitheses embody similar themes-sex and marriage-I group the two
together in presenting traditional Kikuyu ideals.
Kenyatta, in his thesis on the Kikuyu people, devotes many pages to this area of
study. Instruction in home chores begins at an early age. The Kikuyu father takes charge
of his son's education, teaching him the skills men perform. The Kikuyu mother teaches
her daughter the skills of homemaking, carrying firewood and water, and caring for
younger children. This same pattern of sex differentiation continues into initiation
ceremonies when men teach boys and women teach girls their traditional roles. At this
time of initiation, Kikuyu boys and girls are moved to separate living places and taught
sexual mores (Kenyatta 1938:149; Muriuki 1974:9; Bujo 1990:54).
In traditional Kikuyu culture boys and girls were allowed to mix freely in social
gatherings, including sexual activities, before initiation or puberty. Mutual fondling was
allowed, always in a place where other young boys and girls were present, but no sexual
activity leading to complete sexual intercourse was allowed (Kenyatta 1938:155-160;
Leakey 1937:584-585). Kenyatta affirms virginity for a girl is the ideal before marriage,
her hymenal membrane unperforated (1938: 153). Cagnolo, a Roman Catholic missionary
who began work among the Kikuyu in 1902, observed Kikuyu had no sexual prohibitions
before puberty; however, they did not permit any sexual intercourse between boys and

girls who had been circumcised (1933 :74, 205). The Kikuyu circumcised young girls
individually at the beginning of their first menses. Boys passed through rites of initiation
as a group of varying ages.
According to Kenyatta, if a man impregnated an unmarried girl, the traditional fine
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was nine sheep or goats plus three large sheep (Kenyatta 1933:154; Cagnolo 1933:156).
Likewise, in Kikuyu raids on other villages, it was strictly taboo to rape or seduce women
prisoners. The fine for such behavior was at least three goats (Muriuki 1974: 125;
Cagnolo 1933:156). Kikuyu culture strived to ensure chastity of the young girl. A girl's
age group constantly encouraged and checked for this virtue. Any discovery of illicit sex
meant immediate ostracism of the girl by her age-group. Derogatory nicknames greeted
her if she dared appear among her peers. A common nickname was Kahiiiinira ndiiti.
The literal translation is "The Feeding Trough of the Ugly," meaning her sexual morals
are so unrestrained she cannot reject even the most profane suitors. A girl who conceived
a child outside of marriage was subject to public shame and social ridicule, a harsh
punishment upon any African (Routledge and Routledge 1910: 126). Liyong affirms that
cases of illegitimate pregnancy were rare among the Kikuyu (1972:21, 80).
In traditional Kikuyu life, the family was a sacred bond, constituting a permanent
union not only between a man and a woman (or several women), but also a contract
between the relatives of the bride and the relatives of the bridegroom (Kenyatta
1938: 157). A young man was required to pray to God publicly in a ceremony conducted
by an elder, requesting the following: (1) knowledge of what he would offer as bride
price, (2) ability to earn enough to support his family, and (3) ability to earn enough to
continue payments on the bride price. The permanence of marriage was strengthened by
an installment mode of meeting the bride price obligations. A young bride was released
to her husband on the accepted understanding that both of them would work towards
establishing a home for themselves and their children and also to seek an enduring
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healthy relationship with parents and relatives of both sides. On the wedding day the girl
was welcomed by ululating clan women who shouted, Kiingii mbiiri ciitii. This means
"Welcome to the exchange for our sheep given as bride price" (Ng'ang ' a 1995a).
Divorce was rare and could only be secured on the grounds of (1) barrenness, (2)
refusal of wife to render conjugal rights, (3) practice of witchcraft by the wife, (4)
thievery by the wife, (5) desertion, and (6) continual gross misconduct (Kenyatta
1938: 176). Kikuyu homes adhered to a strict code whereby a father never looked upon
his unclothed daughter nor the mother upon her grown son. A man was not allowed to
fondle his daughter in any way (Kenyatta 1938:161).
The missionary Cagnolo observed Kikuyu family life over a period of thirty years
and affirmed the family to be a well-founded unit, investing much money and labor in a
good home. Cagnolo reported that the husband is not the absolute tyrant, but rather he is
a moderator of every detail of the family routine. The missionary Cagnolo noted a real
bond between husband and wife, a bond sanctioned with penalties when broken. He also
observed that penalties were more severe on illicit women than on illicit men. Women
are always decently dressed, he wrote, and men are never entirely naked in the presence
of others. A father shows respect for his grown daughter by not playing with her or
touching her (1933:50-51,52,204).
Kabira and Miitahi cite the words of a traditional Kikuyu song, the theme of which
is judgment of an adulterer. Verse one begins by declaring, "I am not an adulterer." They
explain that the entire performance of singing and dancing was presented in the open
before people, nothing being private or hidden. The authors conclude, "Every respectable
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dancer was supposed to sleep at his own home after the performance" (1988:22).
Senoga-Zake adds, "In Kenya there is hardly any song without dancing . . .. The concern
for morals is emphasized by the openness of the arena where the performers show their
skills and entertain audiences" (1986: 13).
Lusweti quotes a Kikuyu poem which concludes with these words of wisdom to the
female sex,
And do not stay out
After ten o'clock.
Do not gossip in the road,
Nor unveil yourself;
Keep your eyes down,
And your expression modest. (1984:87)
Traditional Kikuyu nighttime stories reinforced the marriage bond. One typical
story is about an ogre who invades a woman's homestead while her husband is away
working with other tradesmen. A bird flies near, singing a warning to the husband. He
returns quickly to his home in time to spear the ogre, thus saving his wife and children
(Lusweti 1984: 115).
One proverb about sexual purity states, Wega wariire karigii, which translates as,
"Pleasure ate up the uncircumcised young girl." The actual meaning is "Illicit love brings
pain as a penalty" (Njiiriiri 1983:126).
Barra quotes a Kikuyu proverb about sex, Nyiingii yg gana ndimeraga. The literal
translation is "A rotten gourd seed does not germinate," but the actual meaning is
"Immoral people seldom get offspring" (Barra 1939:94). Lusweti quotes a Kikuyu
proverb, Gakunywo kagilra thooko, which says literally, "Nudged, she brings a market
[of people coming to her for sex]." Lusweti explains that the proverb was used to warn
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young women against intimate male associations terminating in pregnancy (1984:47).
Other proverbs concerning the sanctity and permanence of marriage are as follows .
First, Aka en ni nyiingii igin cia iirogi translates, "Two wives are two pots full of
poison." In a polygamous homestead, strife seldom ceased due to rivalry between wives,
each earnestly desiring favor over the others, and thus guaranteeing her children the best
and greatest share of the inheritance (Ng'ang'a 1995a). Ariime.ti aka means literally,
"Men are not women." The actual implication is that men are not like women. Both
sexes have their role in society and should be respected for their differences (Njiiriiri
1983:3).
Concerning divorce, the Kikuyu have teachings such as, Cira miinene ni wa iithoni
iigikua, which translates literally, "The breaking up of a betrothal is no small matter."
Divorce was rare in Kikuyu society; but when it did occur, it was a long, extended affair
due to ramifications. Divorce was more than dissolution between a man and woman; the
broken relationship extended to other members of their families and clan. Bride price
would have to be returned, and other sacrifices observed to establish the divorce.
Another proverb states, Giitin miitumia wenjagirwo mbui kwa nyina, meaning literally,
"No married woman will have her white hair shaved at her mother's." Kikuyu women
keep their heads shaved, normally at their own home. When a woman is married, she has
left her own home and will never return to her mother's home to have her head shaved,
indicating that marriage is permanent (Barra 1939: 16; Ng'ang'a 1995a). Barra affirms
this ideal again when he lists, Kiirua, kiigiirana na kiinha thiri giitiiriragwo, which says
literally, "Nobody feels sorry for having been circumcised, for having bought his wife,
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and for having paid his debts." These are three good and necessary matters, and so one
should be glad he has done them (1939:42; Ng'ang'a 1995a).
Children and youth were allowed to enjoy the fondling pleasure principle freely
until the time of initiation (1981 :60). Although boys and girls were taught their distinct
labor and social roles early in life, they were not forbidden from "playing" sex, as long
their behavior did not culminate in sexual intercourse. A girl was initiated when she
matured to the age of menstruation, at which time she was also instructed to guard her
virginity until marriage. Mugambi writes, "In Kenya, different ethnic groups consider
sexual purity an honor of the family, virginity the glory of the young woman and
community, and faithfulness the crown of a married woman or man to the whole clan"
(1992:93). Zahan, also speaking of traditional African culture in general, affirms, "Moral
conduct of the Africans [taught] ... modesty surrounding relations between the sexes"
(1970: 110).
How do these Kikuyu ideals compare with Christ's teaching to respect the sanctity
of sex and marriage? In the traditional Kikuyu community the ideals of marriage had

some similarities to and some differences from Jesus' teaching. Regarding the Kikuyu
attitude towards sexual differences, respecting a girl's virginity, and honoring a wife's
position in marriage, their ideals exemplify biblical principles. Traditional Kikuyu
society inflicted penalty and fines on any person committing fornication or adultery. Any
girl who allowed herself to become a prostitute suffered shame and ridicule. The shame,
of course, affected the entire family.
Kikuyu culture carefully insured the permanence of the marriage bond, not only
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between the man and woman, but between the couple's families. Bride price helped to
insure the permanence of marriage, both by its form of payment and by contractual
allegiance. The arrangement of bride price was beneficial to both families . To the man's
family, continuance of the marriage insured that children stayed in the family . To the
woman' s family, continuance of the marriage insured that the bride price payment stayed
in their family. Thus, the custom of bride price encouraged both parties to honor the
marriage contract.
The Kikuyu differed from Jesus in their concept of what constitutes an honorable
marriage. Jesus emphasized that marriage should not be taken lightly and that divorce is
to be avoided except on the grounds of fornication. The Kikuyu emphasized that
marriage is binding except on the grounds of barrenness, witchcraft, or gross misconduct
of the wife. To a Kikuyu, marriage was a contract contingent upon the wife's fertility and
domestic productiveness. Blame for breakdown in a marriage and just causes for divorce
most often fell on the woman.
An interesting facet of the Kikuyu attitude towards sex is demonstrated in their
dancing customs. Contrary to European perceptions, Kikuyu dancing was not performed
between a man and woman holding each other in close embrace. Dancing was a group
activity to express emotions and an activity enjoyed in the presence of community.
Kikuyu regarded any social dancing of a personal nature as seductive.
Speak the Truth
In the fourth antithesis Jesus insists upon honesty. Kikuyu morality has always
placed a high premium on utter honesty, excluding any trace of hypocrisy. This is
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evidenced in four proverbs affirming this ideal in a positive manner and four others
expressing this ideal in a negative manner. Ma in ruo says, "Truth has pain. " Ma
ndikuaga, says "Truth does not die. " Ma ndithamaga miikaro wayo says, "Truth never
moves out of its channel." All of these sanction the virtue of truth, although truth can
sometimes bring pain (Njiiriiri 1983:56). Kanira njara ina iikomeire advises, "Take an
oath only for the hand you slept on." It means, "Swear only to that which you know to be
true" (Barra 1939:31).

The ideal of honesty is also expressed in four negative proverbs. Miiheenania arl
matukii translates, "The one who tells lies has days [not years]." Miiheenania ndathekaga
says, "A liar does not laugh [lest people will not believe him]." Githaka Ida miiici ni
giikaana is literally, "The forest [hiding place] of a thief is denial [lying]." Maheni marl
miitino affirms, "Lies are dangerous" (Njiiriiri 1983:67-68; Barra 1939:9,45). Bottignole
comments in his research of Kikuyu traditional life, "In general the WaKikuyu show a
natural honesty .. . stealing is unknown" (1984:39).
Taylor lists nine Swahili proverbs concerning truth and honesty. One translates, "A
crooked story has seven versions; a true story has one version" (1891:14). A Rimi
proverb from Tanzania declares, "The way of a liar is short" (Olson 1964:79). In a
compilation of 320 Maasai proverbs, Kipury listed four on truth, eight warning against
double-dealing, and nine warning against pretense. Truth is highly respected among the
Maasai (1983: 150-197). Massek lists 354 Maasai proverbs. One states, Meaku ilejaria
enkanyit, and translates, "Lies cannot become respect." Another proverb, Egil esipata
oldoinyio, translates, "Truth can break a mountain" (1974:22,36). Two Luyia proverbs,
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from western Kenya, affirm the same. They are Nofisa ing'u iba yakhakhulie (If you hide
a hyena, it may eat you in due course) and Obwatoto buts una (Truth hurts) (Mirimo
1988:39,42).
How do the Kikuyu compare with biblical standards in their stated ideals for
speaking the truth? Kikuyu emphasis on honesty is exhibited in both their words and

deeds. The community expectation of honorable living was instilled in the Kikuyu
during early childhood. Their proverbs speak against flattery, hypocrisy, and deception.
In this issue Kikuyu indoctrination of honesty appears to match the teaching of Jesus.

Aim for Perfect Love, Even for Those Who Hurt You
The fifth and sixth antitheses focus on revenge versus genuine love. Jesus settled
the problem with a simple solution: Love your enemies, He admonished His followers,
and do not seek justice.
The Kikuyu have many proverbs censuring revengeful behavior and encouraging
peacemakers. One states, Haaro ti njega, meaning, "Personal confrontation is not good."
Another affirms, Hiingii igithii igiirii itiatigire thi kiin kwega, and translates, "The hawks
moved their homes to their nests in the tops of trees because they did not feel secure on
the ground." The meaning is wise people take up their abode safe from trouble and
interference. Another proclaims, Kibooto kiunaga iita miigete, translating, "A just answer
breaks the set bow," and has the same meaning as Proverbs 15:1 in the Bible, "A soft
answer turns away wrath." Another states, Mbaara ti iiciirii, translating, "War is not like
porridge," meaning war is not to be practiced as a daily sustenance. Miindii miiiigiti
ndaagaga riihara says, "The truculent person always sports a scar." Mwaki ndiihoragio na
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lingi says, "Fire is not extinguished by another fire." Mwinlliria niwe miiiiru says
literally, "The person who revenges is the wrongdoer," and Riihiii rugiitema rutiagaga
mageca says, "The knife that cuts must get dents" (Njiiruri 1983:26,27, 44,59, 73, 82,
87, 105).
Barra gives three additional Kikuyu proverbs, all with the same theme, but one is
particularly outstanding. It affirms, Miiriganio iin tha, meaning people who live together
must be merciful and that bearing with one another and forgiving one another is a good
philosophy (Barra 1939:67). Perhaps this is the reason Kikuyu have been so resilient as a
people, growing in numbers and influence.
Kikuyu proverbs which emphasize the concept of love are Kwenda 1i kwendithio,
which says, "To love is not to be forced to love;" and Miimeni miindii tiwe Ngai, which
means, "The person who hates another is not God." Others are Riiendo rutin guoya,
which states, "Love is confident," and Riiendo ni iitumuumu, which translates, "Love is
blind" and means that love does not see another person 's faults (Njiiruri 1983:54,72, 108,
109).
Barra gives five more Kikuyu proverbs which define love. The first is Giitin iitu
iitiiiiraga, no wega iitiiiiraga, which means, "Good deeds remain while all other things
perish." The second is "Mburungo nyinyi in miithiomeri irugite nene itan miithiomeri,"
which translates, "A trifle well presented becomes more precious than a thing of great
value badly presented." The third is "Miithikani ndathikagwo," which translates, "He
who buries (the others) is not buried." The real meaning is "Do good, but do not expect
to receive it." The fourth is "Rwendo ni iinyamarania," which translates, "Love means
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trouble." The Kikuyu understood that the person who loves may endure pain just for
loving. The last one says, "Rwendo n1kirite ihaki." It says simply, "Love exceeds
reward," meaning real love must come willingly from the heart, and does not have the
ulterior motive of material reward (Barra 1939:17,50,69,100; Ng'ang'a 1995a).
Other people groups in Africa admonished love for others. In Swahili a proverb
says, "Adui mpende," which means "Love your enemy" (Taylor 1891: 1). A Maasai
proverb, Milakie entorroni enkai, warns, "Don't repay one wrong with another" (Massek
1974:26). Junod studied the oral literature of the Thonga in South Africa. He found,
among other ideals, the Thonga have moral injunctions against jealousy, unkindness, and
selfishness (1962:222).
The moral ideal is, "Aim for perfect love, even for those who hurt you." "Do good,
even to your enemies" is the way Jesus expressed it. "Pray for them. Give to them.
Lend to them." Although Kikuyu teachings and proverbs encourage love, generosity, and
hospitality, none of them state explicitly this biblical precept of loving one's enemies. In
my study I did not find examples of direct admonitions to do good to an enemy or to
show love to those who hurt you.
Kikuyu proverbs do emphasize forbearance and forgiveness . They also advise
against confrontation. They recommend avoidance of trouble if possible. Although the
Kikuyu are a strong and industrious people, they are sufficiently resilient to recognize and
respect superior strength. When they are victorious, however, they do not practice
revenge and retaliation. Their philosophy, as expressed in their proverbs, advises against
it.
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Other Ethnic Groups in Sub-Saharan Africa
My study of the folklore and proverbs of other people groups in Africa indicates
other groups with similar traits to the Kikuyu, giving sub-Saharan Africa a commonality
in its culture. Emy discovered that these traits were not always esteemed in the same
hierarchical manner; therefore, diversity evolved from the relative emphasis given to each
trait among the various ethnic groups (1981:14-15). Courlander studied the oral literature
of 57 groups of sub-Saharan Africa. He concluded that there is a commonality to African
culture in their worldview, narratives, and proverbs. Although each people group may
have a particular emphasis different from another group, oral literature reflects similar
ideas, themes, and truths that are widely shared (1975:2-3). Dooley, who studied the
Wanguru people in Tanzania, said, "We find that all ten commandments ... are in a real
sense present in the Wanguru (moral) code" (1936:1).
An example of similarity in narratives comes from Luo oral literature. Ogutu and
Roscoe relate a story of the hare who challenges the elephant and the rhinoceros in a tug
of war. The elephant thinks he is pulling against the hare when in fact the hare has
handed the other end of the rope to the rhinoceros (1974: 118-120). A story similar to
this, with slight variations, is found in many people groups of Africa.
Zahan, speaking of sub-Saharan Africa in general, listed the common high moral
ideals as "fidelity, hospitality, sense of justice, love and respect for relatives and
traditions, modesty surrounding relations between the sexes, unselfishness, and selfsacrifice." He called these "qualities of the African soul" (1970: 110). Margaret Read's
(1960) study of the N goni people of Malawi and Monica Wilson's (1951) anthropological
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study of the Nyakusa people of Tanzania affirm that both the patterns of enculturation
and moral ideals are similar to other people groups in Africa. Rattray (1916), who
collected 3,600 proverbs from the Ashanti of Ghana with similar themes, also found
quality in the African soul. He concluded,
[It is my] observation that, in nine cases out of ten, the result of the "primitive"
African child's upbringing was to produce a type of man or woman whom anyone
would be proud to call a friend-brave, without knowing or thinking they were
brave; patient, without a thought that they possessed Job's virtue; in fact,
possessing unconsciously many of those virtues of which we often painfully and
consciously make a parade. (Rattray 1913:460)

Summary
In this chapter we compared Kikuyu traditional moral ideals with those from Jesus

in the Sermon on the Mount. Their similarity demonstrates that the image of God is
stamped on their hearts and the Holy Spirit was working among the Kikuyu people before
the introduction of missions. God's law was written on their hearts in the form of
universal moral values. What happened to change this traditional Kikuyu morality?
What forces destroyed their sense of identity and caused them to disparage their
traditional oral literature? The answer to these questions is the subject of the next three
chapters.

CHAPTER 4
The Tide Turns in Africa-1498 and 1873
Africa, from the sixteenth to the late nineteenth century, was the most isolated of
the major continents. It was the last continent to experience the impact of European
peoples. ideas, and techniques. Although Europeans had established settlements along
Africa' s coast from the sixteenth century, nothing was known of the vast interior. Maps
of Africa provided no details of rivers, mountains, or even the exact size of the continent.
Written sources about Africa spoke almost exclusively of the countries located on the
North African coast. Africa, the second largest continent on earth, was a vast unknownan obscure, veiled, enigmatic puzzle (Oliver and Fage 1988: 1; Hallett 1970:4-16).
For 5,000 years Europe had
interacted with Asia. For 300
years Europe had colonized the
"new world." What barriers kept
Europe from direct commercial
and social interaction with subSaharan Africa for so many
centuries? What forces toppled
Map 3. Africa, the "Unknown Continent"
of Medieval Times (Speake 1981 :9)
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these barriers, causing Europeans
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to become the major players in interaction with sub-Saharan Africa and to eventual
colonization of the continent? This historical background is essential to the study for
understanding not only the Kikuyu culture, but also the people, ideas, and forces that
influenced cultural change.
In this chapter I introduce two European innovators who inspired two major

historical movements affecting Europe's relation to Africa. The first person who effected
expansion of Europe's commercial interaction with Africa, causing Europeans to become
the major traders with Africa for the past 400 years, was Prince Henry the Navigator in
1498. Commercial interactions eventually led to forced intrusion by Europeans in 18841885, the beginning of roughly 70 years of colonialism in sub-Saharan Africa.
The second person who effected advancement in Europe's social interaction with
Africa, stimulating a great increase in mission involvement with the continent, was David
Livingstone. The pivotal date for the second period of dramatic change was the year of
death of Livingstone-1873. Although pioneer missions had begun work in coastal areas
all around Africa before that date, none had entered the interior of Kenya where the
Kikuyu lived in the central highlands. Thus, the story of these two innovators, one
commercial, the other social, helps us to understand the major changes that took place in
Africa, changes which eventually brought traders, adventurers, colonizers, settlers, and
missionaries into Kikuyuland.
Africa-The Great Barriers
The Sahara desert, 1,700 miles from north to south and 5,000 miles from west to
east, forms a racial and geographical fence between northern Africa and sub-Saharan
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Africa. Although North Africa had been part of Western history and commerce for all of
recorded history, the vast regions south of the Sahara desert remained almost totally
unknown until modern times. Nomadic Bedouin peoples of African descent live in the
desert. Arab peoples, mostly of Caucasian racial background, live north of the desert
(Oliver and Atmore 1981 : 1). This northern area is now divided into countries known as
Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Sudan, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Djibouti, and Somalia.
For centuries, in spite of the barrier formed by this vast dry Sahara Desert, camel
caravans of Ottoman Muslim traders traversed the desert in journeys of two to three
months. They trekked from coastal points on the Mediterranean to market trading centers
along the southern edge of the Sahara desert. These market centers eventually developed
into Islamic cities in the countries of Senegal, Mauritania, Mali, Niger, Chad, and the
Sudan.
Commerce across the Sahara desert gradually increased during the period from 700
AD until the present day. Out of sub-Saharan Africa caravans transported ivory, gold,
leather work, kola nuts, copper, and slaves. As the traders moved south, more and more
of the sub-Saharan African peoples were assimilated into the Muslim faith. Since
Muslims could not be taken into slavery, new slaves were secured from pagan, nonMuslim peoples who lived farther south. The slaves were sold in the northern cities of
Istanbul, Damascus, Cairo, and other parts of the Muslim world (Oliver and Atmore
1981:5).
Superstitious European sailors dreaded the unconquerable power of the Atlantic
Ocean. A few sailing vessels conducted modest amounts of trading along the west coast
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of Africa, mostly north of the equator, but very few Europeans lived at these stations.
The only exception was the Cape colony in South Africa established by Dutch settlers in
1652. Europeans encountered other fearful dangers in tropical Africa. Hostile warring
peoples, fierce animals, and fatal fevers claimed the lives of so many traders that Africa
became known as "the white man' s graveyard" (Oliver and Atmore 1981 :38).
Asian Trade in East African Waters
Historical records witness that in the first century Greeks traded along the east coast
of Africa and the islands off the coast. Immigrants from southeast Asia, particularly
Indonesia, began colonizing the island of Madagascar as early as 100 AD, introducing
their own foods, language, and culture (Murdock 1959:208; Oliver and Atmore 1981:2527). For several hundreds of years Arab sailing vessels (dhows) from Oman ventured
forth for commerce along the east coast. From November to March the northeast trade
winds (monsoon) carried them south as far as Dar es Salaam and Madagascar. From
April to October the southeast trade winds swept the vessels back up toward Arabia and
India (Alpers 1975:2). From Africa these sailing crafts transported ivory, slaves, gold
and other products.
Stone buildings whose ruins still stand were built by Muslims along the coast as
early as 1100 AD. Over the next several centuries Muslim influence increased among
Africans along the east coast. Muslims established trading centers on the islands near the
coast and built forts on the mainland, limiting their trade to coastal Africans. Strong
chiefs, capable of purchasing rifles, attacked and raided weaker peoples to secure captives
for trading in exchange for imported products. The effect of the slave trade on the social
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and political organization of African polities was disastrous. By the time European
expansion began in the nineteenth century many areas of Africa were in a state of
perpetual fear and war.
Portuguese Open Up Africa to the West-1498
Two innovators precipitated the waves of cultural change which dramatically
affected the history of sub-Saharan Africa prior to 1900. These two persons were
forerunners, ushering in new eras of change for sub-Saharan Africa. The first was Prince
Henry the Navigator (1394-1460) who advanced the commercial intervention of
Europeans into sub-Saharan Africa about 1500. The second was David Livingstone
(1813-1873 ), symbolical mission spokesman arising out of the evangelical awakening
that spread through Great Britain and Europe in the nineteenth century. It was
Livingstone the individual, not the mission agencies, who blazed the trail of missionary
penetration into Africa's interior in the latter half of the nineteenth century (Oliver
1952:7).
Prince Henry is recognized as the initiator of the great age of discovery which
culminated in the European drive for world dominion. A philanthropist who never sailed
on a voyage himself, Henry built ships and trained navigators, improving their techniques
of cartography and navigational instruments. He financed exploration, inspiring
navigators such as Christopher Columbus (1451-1506) and Vasco da Gama (1469-1524).
Prince Henry financed construction of the first European trading post off the west coast of
Africa in 1448 (Hallett 1970). Hearing stories of great wealth in Africa-gold, spices,
pepper, and ivory-he designed a grand scheme. Portugal would circumnavigate Africa
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to reach the exotic treasures of India, bypassing the trade routes currently controlled by
the Ottoman Turks of the Middle East. Portugal also yearned to find extensive treasures
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of gold in Africa.
Under Henry's patronage, Portuguese navigators began to traverse the open
Atlantic Ocean. In 1498 Vasco da Gama guided four ships on a two year voyage around
Africa to India and back. He visited Zanzibar, Mombasa, and Malindi en route. Before
Vasco da Gama' s feat , little was known about sub-Saharan Africa, and very little
commercial interaction occurred with Europe. After explorations by Vasco da Gama,
sub-Saharan Africa was never the same. The winds that carried the explorer down the
coast of West Africa, around the Cape of Good Hope, and up the east coast to India
opened a vast new world of trade for the Western world.
Portugal thus made Africa accessible to the Western world, followed by ships from
Holland, Denmark, Spain, France, Germany, and England. Most of these European
countries established small trading stations or forts on islands and points along both
coasts of Africa, but no European ever ventured more than 15 miles inland. These posts
had few or no resident Europeans. However, possession of trading stations served as a
legal basis for European countries later to claim vast areas of territory in the scramble for
Africa. European division was finalized on paper in 1885 at the Berlin Conference while
the actual occupation of African land did not begin until about 1900.
Livingstone. Agent for Social Change-1813-I8?3
The second impetus for change is symbolized in the life and message of David
Livingstone who pioneered African explorations from 1852 until his death in 18?3.
Livingstone's journals and appeals intensified the thrust of European missions to Africa,
escalated the humanitarian battle against the slave trade, and triggered the movement
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ending in the scramble for Africa.
David Livingstone began his missionary career in South Africa, appointed by the
London Missionary Society in 1840. Although he was not the first missionary to Africa,
he is known as the greatest missionary to Africa. His pioneer explorations in the interior
and published journal accounts of his travels and observations stimulated African
missionary endeavor more than any other previous person or event. His challenge to
Christendom and entrepreneurs aroused widespread European attention towards Africa,
setting in motion a significant tide of change. Business leaders set their eyes upon Africa.
Commercial and political interests in Africa intensified and European nations hurried to
exploit and control African territory. Mission organizations intensified their efforts in
East Africa, sending missionaries dedicated to the task of making converts and
eradicating slavery.
For the first twelve years of his ministry (1840-1852), Livingstone engaged in
medical, preaching, and teaching ministry in South Africa. Desiring to find the
unreached peoples beyond the distant hills, he began in 1852 his first lone exploratory
journey into the interior. Traveling with 27 African porters, he endured at least 27 bouts
of malarial fever. This initial journey took him from South Africa north to the Zambezi
River, then west across the continent to the Portuguese town of Luanda, which is now the
capital of Angola. Livingstone then trekked back east across the continent to the
Portuguese port of Quilimane in Mozambique. Following this journey of three and a half
years, he returned to England. There Livingstone published the first journal account of
his experiences with the words that challenged the European world as no sword could do.
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He vividly described the character and needs of the African peoples, recounting the havoc
of the slave trade and urging missionaries to take the gospel to the peoples of East and
Central Africa.
After his return to Africa, Livingstone resumed further exploration, hoping to find a
route for establishing mission stations in the interior of East Central Africa. His wife
Mary joined him on this trip, but succumbed to malaria and was buried along the
Zambezi River by Livingstone. He continued exploration, with a burning desire to see
and understand more of the peoples, animals, plant life, and topography. Although
Livingstone aptly described the exotic features of the African landscape, the pulse beat of
his heart was the spiritual and physical needs of the African people.

In 1865 he returned to England a second time. Campbell declared that "his
personality caught the popular imagination and he was applauded and worshiped ... by
admiring crowds." His speech at Cambridge "made a deep impression, not because of its
charm of language or ease of delivery. . but because of its utter sincerity and moral
force" (1930: 182-183).
Campbell pictured the scene,
The lecture ... was a series of notes on the physical features of Africa; on its
inhabitants; on their language; on the way to deal with them; and on the open path
for commerce and Christianity .... He used short, jerky sentences, expressive of
thoughts which he could not arrange in set periods .... But the most carefully
ordered speech would have been far less effective, and then he suddenly shouted:
"Do you carry on the work which I have begun. I leave it with you," and sat down.
There was silence for a few seconds, and then came a great explosion of cheering
never surpassed in this building. (1930:184)
Campbell added, "No single utterance has ever had more far-reaching results, not even
that of Abraham Lincoln on the field of Gettysburg" (1930: 193). "Another powerful
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current leading Europeans to interest themselves more deeply in Africa was generated by
the tide of evangelical sentiment that swept through many Western European
communities ... and led to the formation of new Christian missionary societies" (Hallett
1974: 11).
Livingstone said, "I view the end of the geographical feat as the beginning of the
missionary enterprise" (Campbell 1930: 173). Some questioned whether Livingstone was
a missionary or an explorer, especially since in his later years he was commissioned by
the Royal Geographical Society of England and financially reimbursed for his
explorations. Livingstone was both-a pioneer missionary and an explorer. Missionaries
from both established and newly-founded missions followed the trail he blazed.
Livingstone's death in Africa in 1873 and his subsequent burial in Westminster Abbey
inspired fresh evangelistic zeal in the churches of Britain, Ireland, and Scotland (Johnston
1911:250). Whereas in 1856 there was only one missionary in East Africa (Rebmann),
by the 1880s the region contained more than 300 missionaries (Oliver 1965:49).
Henry Stanley, the journalist who found Livingstone at Ujiji and was inspired by
his life, returned to Africa as an explorer after Livingstone's death. Stanley crossed the
continent from East Africa, following the Congo River to West Africa and back again.
He appealed to British authorities to send missionaries to Africa and for Britain to
intervene against the slave trade. England was indifferent to intervention, but King
Leopold of Belgium listened with interest to Stanley'S accounts. Actually, Leopold was
considering the personal riches he might gain for himself from the Congo basin. Oliver
and Atmore said that it was King Leopold's designing scheme which inspired Otto von
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Bismarck to organize the Berlin Conference, resulting in the partition of Africa among
European powers in 1884-1885 (1981:52). Thus, a series of European events transpired
in a domino effect. Waves of concern flowed from Livingstone to Stanley and then to
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Europeans, from Stanley to Leopold, from Leopold to Bismarck, and finally to the
colonization of Africa.
Summary
This chapter examined two major changes in pre-colonial African history. The first
major change occurred about 1498 AD and is symbolized in the life of Prince Henry the
Navigator. He stimulated European commercial interaction with Africa that eventually
led to European colonialism of Africa. The second change occurred in 1873, the year of
Livingstone' s death. A floodgate burst open as missions poured into Africa, including
Kikuyuland.
In the next chapter I depict the period of European imperialism, resulting in the

British colonization of Kenya and major changes among the Kikuyu. I chronicle the
story of intrusion in central Kenya and document the harmful effect of abusive events
instigated by the intruders which subsequently altered the disposition of the Kikuyu
people towards outsiders. These imposed changes effected the gradual erosion of the rich
cultural heritage and oral tradition ofthe Kikuyu community.

CHAPTER 5
Intruders-The Commercial Wave
In the nineteenth century Livingstone, writing about the slave trade, stated that the

price of an African man was four yards of cloth; the price of a woman, three yards of
cloth; and the price of a child, two yards of cloth (1872:449). Thus, slavery measured the
value of life in yards of cloth and became the first dominant foreign force to change the
fabric of life among Kikuyu and other East African peoples.
The commercial gain from slave trade incited the first overwhelming wave of
intrusion into East Africa. Radical changes-political, social, and economic-were
effected among the Kikuyu people through the intrusion of dominant Arabic and
European peoples from about 1870 onwards. From that time different intruders climbed
to the central highlands of Kenya. Some came to capture slaves. Others came to explore
and hunt wild game. Some came to trade. Others came to settle and rule. And some
came with the Good News. Motivations varied among the intruders. Some desired fame
and grandeur; many had purely commercial and profit incentives; others were obsessed
with political dreams of power and authority; and a small minority were humanitarians
with deep concerns to alleviate suffering. The dominant commanding factor of each
outside group, apart from the missionaries, was their use of superior weapons and
technology .
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The book, A History of the Kikuyu, 1500-1900, written by Godfrey Muriuki
(1974), describes considerable population movements and change among East African
peoples during the several hundred years preceding colonization. Other texts confirm this
pattern of people movements-migrations, inter-marriage between ethnic groups,
absorption of one group by another, and conquering of one group by another. Before
European colonization the Kikuyu had been dominant-aggressively expanding, securing
new agricultural territory, absorbing other weaker ethnic groups, bringing changes to
other peoples, and in tum being changed themselves. Some of these groups were of
similar Bantu origin, while others were Nilotic immigrants from the north. Following
this period, the Kikuyu were confronted from 1870 onwards by dominant non-African
cultures-Arab, Asian, and European-who intruded from the coast 325 miles away.
Foreign intruders into the Kikuyu area, in chronological order, were Arab traders
and slavers (1870s); European adventurers (1883ff); Imperial British East Africa
Company (1890); missionaries (1898); European and Asian merchants (1900); and
colonizers from Britain and South Africa (1902). Each group significantly changed the
Kikuyu people-in both beneficial and harmful ways. In this chapter I present the
secular forces-slave traders, adventurers, colonizers, and merchants-who effected
change among the Kikuyu people. In the following chapter I will present the religious
forces-the missionaries-and their message which brought tidal changes.
Traders from Arabia
From the second century onwards traders from Arabia settled along the coast and
coastal islands of East Africa. They built fortified settlements at such places as Malindi,
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Mombasa, and Kilwa where they traded in ivory, slaves, and other products. For
hundreds of years Arabs mixed racially and socially with the coastal Bantu Africans, and
in later centuries their intermarriage and commerce produced an Islamized culture within
and surrounding these settlements. Some of the Arabs took African wives. Arabic loan
words were added to the Bantu (African Negroid) languages of the coast, gradually
producing a trade language known as Swahili. Sibil (sawahil, plural), from which the
word Swahili is derived, is an Arabic word that means coast. The Swahili language has
an indigenous Bantu structure with the addition of many Arabic loanwords. As the
centuries passed, more and more of these coastal dwellers adopted the Islamic religion
(Flint 1976:270-271; Njiro 1985:71-72).
For centuries Muslims limited their trade to dealing through coastal people. About
1840 Sultan Seyyid Said moved his capital from Oman to Zanzibar, and from there he

dispatched caravans inland. These caravans, led by Islamized coastal peoples (Swahili)
penetrated deeper and deeper into the hinterland, eventually reaching points as far as
eastern Zaire. The distance these trading caravans reached inland is known by the extent
to which the Swahili language is recognized-Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda,
Burundi, and eastern Zaire. A common saying about Arab influence was,
When one pipes in Zanzibar,
They dance on the lakes. (Hotchkiss 1937: 18)
In 1498 Portuguese naval power seized control of the Indian Ocean area and parts
of the East African coast. The Portuguese dominated the East African coast from about
1498 to 1698, participating in slave trade alongside the Arabs. From 1698 Portuguese

influence waned while Arab influence grew strong again. By this time Britain dominated
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the high seas. Zanzibar, an island off the coast of East Africa, was the major trading
center for slaves. Other small coastal islands and towns along the coast served as
additional slave trading centers (Alpers 1975:4).
Commercial entrepreneurs from India, called Banyans, lived in the island trading
centers and arranged the financing of caravans by advancing supplies on credit terms.
These Indians were skillful financiers, underwriting the caravans and controlling the
customs houses for the Arab leaders. They charged high interest rates for their advances
of supplies. An estimated 5,000 Banyans lived on Zanzibar island in 1860 (Flint
1976:270-276).
Arab and European powers-mainly Portuguese, French, and Dutch-purchased
and sold slaves from East and East Central Africa. Arabs transported slaves from East
Africa north to the Arabian peninsula, Persian Gulf, India, and other nations in the near
east. The Arabs sold slaves to the British, French, Dutch, Portuguese, Spaniards, and
Americans, and a few to the European residents at the Cape of Good Hope (Johnston
1911: 149). The Portuguese shipped slaves to Brazil and other ports in the new world.
The French took them to Mauritius, Madagascar, and other island territories, and the
Dutch to Java and the East Indies.
The most northerly slave route in East Africa was a path from Mombasa to the
interior through the territory of the Kamba trading people. For many years this route had
not been used extensively by slavers, due to the danger of meeting the warlike pastoral
Maasai people, who inhabited a large area of what is now southern Kenya and northern
Tanzania (Ingham 1962:68; Flint 1976:278). Krapf related that all travelers on routes
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inland from the Mombasa coast were subject to attacks by the Maasai (1968:29).
A major advance in East African slave traffic occurred from 1840 because Sultan
Seyyid Said moved his capital from Oman on the Arabian peninsula to Zanzibar island
off the coast of East Africa. Whereas trade between the coastal town of Mombasa and the
interior of present day Kenya had formerly been controlled by the Kamba, Said's Swahili
caravans now forced their way past the Kamba middlemen, going directly into Kikuyu
territory and beyond, in search of ivory and slaves. Ingham asserts, "It was the Arabs
who transformed the meager pathways into broad highways of commerce and pillage in
the course of the later nineteenth century" (1962:70).
The Arabs hired Swahili men as porters and soldiers, marching with large caravans
into the interior. Njiro asserts that Arab traders encouraged local chiefs to engage in
warlare with their neighbors to acquire slaves (1985:76). Caravans carried iron hoes, salt,
tobacco, food stuffs, cowrie shells, porcelain utensils, and bolts of colorful cloth for
trading. Slaves were marched to the coast, bound together with chains and forked sticks
around their necks, holding one person to the next. Sometimes the slaves bore the
additional burden of carrying elephant tusks on their backs. In 1877 missionary
Alexander Mackay resided at Sadani on the coast for a period before his trek into
Uganda. He observed large caravans of Swahili continually passing the place,
transporting tons of ivory on their heads and carrying in tow a string of children who
trotted along with their necks linked together in chains (Mackay 1891:51,66-67).
The behavior of the Swahili caravans was aggressive and ferocious . One means of
securing ivory and slaves was by direct exchange of material goods with African chiefs
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who hunted and killed elephants and procured slaves by raiding neighboring peoples.
Another method Swahili caravans used to secure slaves was to attack an African village
by surprise, often at dawn, using guns, then setting afire houses and fields . The
fonnidable strength of gunpowder over spears caused fear and suspicion towards any
strange intruders into Kikuyu territory. Whereas the Kikuyu were traditionally friendly
and hospitable to all travelers and strangers, they now became hostile and aggressive,
trying to protect themselves from being robbed, killed or carried away into slavery
(Muriuki 1974: 138; Ingham 1962: 163). Muriuki's conclusions about the effect of the
slavers on the Kikuyu is conclusive. He states, "The attitude of the Kikuyu to all the
newcomers ... was largely influenced by the initial behavior of the Swahili caravans that
had penetrated into Kikuyuland .... The failure to pay for goods, the propensity to forage
for food ... coastal traders were generally noted for their outrageous behavior in the
interior of East Africa" (1974:136-138).
David Livingstone's observations confirm how the slavers brought harmful cultural
changes to the African peoples. Although his descriptions of the slave trade concerned
peoples south of Kenya, the same acculturative effect holds true for the Kikuyu. He
noted the character of the people and the effects of the slave trade wherever he traveled
outside of South Africa. His comments also reflect the normal hospitality of African
peoples:
It is so undesirable to travel in a path once trodden by slave traders.
We never found a path safe that had been trodden by slave traders.
[It was hard to get food and his group was treated badly because slavers had
passed through that place].
Wherever the slave trade has not penetrated, the visits of strangers are
esteemed a real privilege.
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We found the people who had not been visited so frequently by the slave
traders as the rest, rather timid and very civil.
The invariably kind and respectful treatment I have received from these and
many other heathen tribes in this central country ... have led me to believe
that, if one exerts himself for their good, he will never be ill treated. There
may be opposition to his doctrine, but none to the man himself.
We were looked upon with suspicion, on account of having come in the
footsteps of invaders.
One of the discoveries I have made is that there are vast numbers of good
people in the world.
The slave trade is the cause for making the natives of this part of Africa
bloodthirsty and treacherous. (1872:128,193,204-205,221,298,313,372,
425,478)
In the nineteenth century the Kamba began to sell Kikuyu as slaves to the Arabs,

adding fuel to the fire. The Kamba spread false reports about the Kikuyu to all travelers
and other outside groups, describing the Kikuyu as extremely hostile, dangerous and
treacherous, and to be avoided at all costs. The Kamba, having previously monopolized
trade between Kikuyu and the coast and the Kikuyu for a long period, wanted to maintain
control. Thus, the presumption of Kikuyu ferocity was one of several factors inhibiting
open and honest negotiation between the Kikuyu and all outside groups, whether traders
or government personnel (Flint 1976:286; Krapf 1968:552).
Oliver and Fage conclude, "Had full-scale European intervention been delayed fifty
years, not merely the northern third of Africa but the northern two-thirds would have
belonged culturally to the world ofIslam" (1962:157).
European Adventurers
The Royal Geographical Society in England was particularly interested in
publishing accounts about scientific discoveries in Africa. The society commissioned
two adventurers, Richard Burton and John Speke, to explore East Africa and to locate the
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true source of the Nile . Burton and Speke arrived in Zanzibar in 1856, traveled to the
interior through the area of what is now northern Tanzania, reaching as far north as the
southern edge of Lake Victoria. They failed to confirm the Nile River's source. Since
their findings were inconclusive, the Royal Geographical Society in 1860 sent a second
team led by John Speke and Captain 1. A. Grant. Speke confirmed the source of the Nile
in 1862. Although he and Grant had traveled from the east coast through Tanzania into
Uganda, but not Kenya, their published travelogues increased curiosity about East Africa
(Coupland 1967: 105-109).
Dr. G. A. Fischer, a German, traveled from the east coast inland as far as Kenya' s
Lake Naivasha in 1872 (Ssekamwa 1971 :96). Joseph Thomson, a geologist, conducted
two hunting and exploration trips through Kenya. On one trip, in 1883 and 1884, he
traveled through the Kikuyu central highlands, noting that caravans of adventurers (from
1,200 to 1,500 men) were a common sight in the Kikuyu area. The adventurers, he
reported, expected to secure provisions from the Kikuyu . Evidently, caravans began
foraging Kikuyu gardens rather than trading , and this exploitation created suspicion of
outsiders. Muriuki states that European travelers believed force to be the only language
that Africans understood (1974:139,141) .
Sir Frederick Jackson, a British ornithologist, after traveling through central Kenya
one week after Thomson ' s second journey in 1889, reported that he experienced a hostile
reception from the Kamba due to Thomson's improper conduct the previous week. He
called Thomson a "slaver" (1930: 167).
Two other German adventurers, Lieutenant Ludwig von Hahnel and Count Samuel
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Teleki, conducted a hunting expedition in 1887 and 1888. They traveled through the
central highlands of Kenya and then northwest as far as Lake Rudolph (Muriuki
1974:142; Flint 1976:437; Ssekamwa 1971:97). At one point, Hahnel reports, their
caravan consisted of eight Somali, three Swahili, six guides, 15 soldiers, 206 porters and
donkey-boys, 19 donkeys, 21 cattle, and sixty sheep and goats (1894:29). Whether they
purchased food supplies or seized them is a matter of debate. According to Muriuki,
these adventurers also seized ninety cattle, thirteen hundred sheep and goats, and 19
prisoners, while burning several villages. Jackson, who traveled through the same area
the following year, remarked in his journal that the local people were nervous because of
the hammering they had received at the hands of Teleki and Hahnel (Jackson 1930: 170).
Hahnel's journal account consists mostly of hunting exploits and topographical
features, reporting very little about the Kikuyu people. He did record that Kikuyuland
was fertile and that their three days spent with the Kikuyu were delightful. The men
purchased poultry, honey, sugarcane, and beans in trade. The Kikuyu also offered to sell
them a woman and child as slaves, which they purchased for twenty rings of iron wire
and twenty strings of Maasai beads, a value of one dollar (Hahnel 1894:301-302).

In 1900 H. J. Mackinder traveled in Kenya with a caravan of 170 people-six
Europeans, 66 Swahili, two Maasai guides, and 96 Kikuyu (1900:455). His impressions
of the Kikuyu were positive as he observed, "It struck me frequently that the better-bred
Kikuyu ... were a far more intelligent people than the average Negro ... the Kikuyu
have nothing of the childish and fatalistic temperament of the Swahili. They are
responsible, free men, not emancipated slaves" (Mackinder 1900:460). He was also
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observant enough to understand their democratic form of organization as he commented,
"There seems to be no superior government among the Kikuyu, and our fortunes varied
with the character and temper of each local chief and elder" (Mackinder 1900:458).
Westerners of this period believed that their European cultures were advanced and
superior, and that they had achieved a higher form of life which they called "civilization."
They referred to Africans as "naked, primitive, illiterate savages" who needed the
benefits of "civilization." Many travelers compiled sensational stories, exaggerating the
wealth of the country and their own achievements. They judged the "native Africans"
without knowing their language or culture. Maxon says the adventurers depicted Africa
as "underdeveloped" and "primitive" and in dire need of Western civilization (1986: 125).
Other intruders who published negative judgments of the African character were
Richard Burton and Joseph Thomson, adventurers who traveled in the East Africa region ;
Frederick Lugard, the British administrator of the Imperial British East Africa Company;
and Charles Eliot, the first governor of British East Africa (Lyons 1975:93, 98-99). Some
adventurers, such as Speke and Grant, were more sympathetic in their descriptions of the
people. Livingstone ' s writings are hailed even by African scholars as accurate, fair, and
compassionate. He was considered their true friend (Ssekamwa 1971 :96; Oliver
1965:31 ).
Tienou (1991:301) explains that primitive means the society was simple,
preliterate, preindustrial, small-scale, backward, tribal, and animistic. Westerners
thought civilization indicates any society that shows interdependence, conquest over
nature, intellectual development, continual change, and a high value on industrial
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capacity. Lucien Levy-Bruhl, writing in 1923, expressed the scholars' view still held
even at that late date, describing African thinking as "primitive" and "pre-logical" (Taylor
1963:22). These pejorative terms built a framework for justifying the colonization of
Africa by European nations. Maxon emphasizes that one hundred years ago, "The
Victorian perspective viewed Africa as the land of 'savagery' and 'barbarism.' " He adds
that there was a "belief that might makes right and that Africans understood only force
and physical violence" (1986: 125).
Whether for fame or fortune, aggressive exploration of East Africa focused
European eyes on East Africa, leading to the entrance of European missionaries and
traders, followed by British government intervention and subsequent colonization. For
purposes of this study I examine missionary involvement is examined in a separate
chapter.
European Imperialists
Ssekamwa states that historians regard the new age of imperialism as beginning
about 1850 (1971: 106). Whereas Europeans had colonized the Americas in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, they now focused imperialistic eyes on the treasures of Africa
and eastern Asia. Industries searched for new sources of raw materials and new markets
for products. European governments contended for control of the seas and the political
prestige of ruling a large territory (Ssekamwa 1971: 106-107).
Immediately after the death of Livingstone and publication of his last diaries, Henry
Stanley took a large caravan across Africa (1874-1877) from the East to West coast,
emerging at the mouth of the Congo River. Stanley tried to interest Britain in assuming
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direct intervention in African affairs, both to stifle the slave trade and to develop the
Western commerce for which Livingstone had appealed. Britain turned a deaf ear to
Stanley's appeal (Oliver and Atmore 1981 :50-51).
In 1876 King Leopold of Belgium, hearing of Stanley's exploits, created the
International African Association in Brussels. During this period several reports by other
European explorers suggested that Africa did indeed contain great riches (Hallett
1970:373). Leopold invited Stanley to oversee the project of "opening Africa to the
influence of Western civilization and to attack the slave trade." His actual ambition was
territorial annexation (Ingham 1962: 123, 126). Neill characterizes Leopold as cleverly
enhancing his own reputation with covert desire to secure considerable advantages for
himself (1966:278). Concurrently, a German adventurer, Carl Peters, then 28 years old,
founded the Society for German Colonization. He, along with two German companions,
disguised themselves as mechanics and traveled along the coast of East Africa, rushing
from one chief to another and making treaties with 12 African chiefs, treaties which the
chiefs did not understand, but which supposedly gave Germany the sole access to trade in
each treaty area where Peters hoisted the German flag.
Chancellor Otto von Bismarck of Germany, also with visions of imperial
expansion, called for a conference in Berlin at the end of 1884. Representatives from 14
Western nations attended this conference. Carl Peters returned to Germany with the news
of his treaties before the Berlin Conference closed, but Bismarck subtly kept this
information a secret, announcing the treaties the day after the delegates had departed from
Germany (Marsh and Kingsnorth 1965:99-100).
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Subsequently, Germany claimed the right to rule in several areas of Africa, one of
them being a large territory in East Africa where "treaties" had been made. England then
intervened, desiring to protect her own commerical interests in Africa and to prevent
Germany from an unfair advantage in controlling too much of East African territory .
England was particularly concerned with protecting her interests in Egypt, the Suez
Canal, and the Nile region. Seven years earlier, in 1878, as a result of Stanley'S appeal,
six missionaries from England had entered the area of present-day Uganda. England thus
had her justification for protecting this area as well as the route to Uganda which lay
through Kenya. England and Germany reached a separate Anglo-German agreement on
territory in 1886.
The official justification for European colonization of Africa was a declaration
from the Berlin Conference stating that the slave trade had to be eradicated and therefore
the European powers must intervene. To the Europeans, bringing "civilization" to Africa
meant bringing European clothing, homes, arms, wagons, etcetera (Campbell 1930: 119).
Bodley called it a "civilizing crusade," stating, "The colonizing industrial nations
justified their scramble for foreign territories as the fulfillment of a sacred duty to spread
their form of civilization to the world" (1975: 13). The mission historian, Stephen Neill,
concluded that European nations blundered into colonization because of the imperialistic
drive of Belgium and Germany. The chief partitioners had no grand imperial idea. The
desire for a foreign empire developed after the division (1966:307). Oliver and Atmore
observed that King Leopold's schemes more than any other factor incited the European
scramble for Africa (1981 :52). Ingham interpreted the spirit of the times by stating, "The
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philanthropic motives became steadily subordinated to the hopes of imperial expansion"
(1962:124).
Stephen Neill postulated that two basic drives motivated the Europeans into
partitioning Africa:
•

Commercial and growing political desires to establish foreign colonial
empires. In South Africa gold was discovered in 1885.
The humanitarian and missionary motive to destroy the slave trade and to
take the gospel and civilization to Africans. (1966:306-307)

Some commercial men were clearly ethnocentric. Lord Leverhulme, of the United
African Company, said, "The African native will be happier, produce the best, and live
under the larger conditions of prosperity, when his labor is directed and organized by his
white brother who has all these millions of years start ahead of him" (Oliver and Atmore
1981: 162-163).
"It was at this point of the scramble to divide Africa, in 1884-1885, that
missionaries, humanitarians, and imperialists alike became convinced that the only
remedy for African slavery was permanent occupation by European powers" (Neill
1966:274). African chiefs themselves were also too involved in the slave trade. British
gunboats, patrolling for many years along the East Africa coast in search of slavers,
proved ineffective in controlling the export of slaves. Europeans perceived that slavery
had to be checked at its source. In defense of the European intruders, Neill states
categorically that the Arabs' full intent was to exclude Europeans, making slave trade a
permanent institution (1966:274). Neill states, "When the European was in control,
slavery gradually disappeared . . . . But, beyond the limits of this control, slave raiding
continued unchecked .. ." (1966:281). Neill concludes, "The choice for Africa was not
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Europe or independence, but Europe or Asia" (1966:276).
After political deliberations with Germany and the other European nations claiming
major spheres of influence in Africa, boundary lines of authority were arbitrarily drawn
on inchoate maps of Africa, although vast areas were still unexplored and unknown.
National boundaries were drawn between the middle of many ethnic groups, splitting one
people group into two or three countries. In the final 1890 agreement for East Africa,
Gennany secured rule in Tanzania while England assumed the rule of Uganda and Kenya.
Thus, the Kikuyu people of the central highlands of Kenya came under the colonial rule
of the British empire.
British Merchants
Sir William McKinnon, chairman of the British India Steamship Company, was a
business man, zealous Christian, and philanthropist. He, together with other business
men, founded the Imperial British East Africa Company (IBEA Company) in 1886.
Britain granted the IBEA Company a royal charter in 1887 to conduct business in East
Africa. The British government expected the IBEA Company to trade and to administer
the British East Africa "sphere of influence" obtained under the Anglo-German
agreement (Ssekamwa 1971: 105). McKinnon wanted to help abolish the slave trade,
establish British influence, and open legitimate trade in the interior (Njiro 1985: 179). In
1890 Captain Frederick D. Lugard was hired as a representative to Uganda for the
company. Lugard left Mombasa in August of 1890, traveling through Kenya to Uganda.
On his return from Uganda, he built six stockades as supply bases at various points
between Uganda and the Kenya coast. One of these stockades was built in 1890 at
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Dagoreti, a place near the present city of Nairobi, on the southern border of the Kikuyu
people.
The mEA Company committed several blunders in their relationships with the
Kikuyu who lived near the Dagoreti stockade. The first misjudgment was in their choice
of unqualified and uncaring leadership for the fort. George Wilson, the first
administrator, did not apply proper discipline over the hired Swahili soldiers nor did he
execute appropriate judgment when troubles arose. The soldiers were often drunk,
exploiting Kikuyu in the area by foraging in their gardens and harassing their women,
trying to seize them forcibly for sexual purposes (Muriuki 1974:142-144). Colonel
Richard Meinertzhagen, an officer in the British service kept a diary of his time spent in
Kenya from 1902 to 1906. He described the general character of Swahili soldiers as
immoral, unclean, and undisciplined (1957 :6).
Maxon explains that the IBEA Company did not have sufficient funds to pay for
food supplies. Therefore, officials were tempted to use their military force to steal grain
and livestock from the Kikuyu who lived around the fort instead of establishing trust
through fair trade. Company officials often resorted to the same methods used by Swahili
slave traders-taking what they wanted by foraging and pillaging, using coercion to
secure agricultural products and animals from the Kikuyu (1986: 136-139). The Kikuyu
resisted by attacking those who were stealing. As a result of continued problems, Wilson
evacuated the fort in March of 1891, heading east towards the next stockade at Machakos.
Meeting British reinforcements unexpectedly along the way, he turned around and
returned to his fort. Upon arrival, he found his fort burned to the ground by the Kikuyu,
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and all his supplies taken.
Wilson retaliated. His punitive measures were out of proportion to what had been
stolen. He demanded compensation from the Kikuyu-fifty goats daily, three hundred
men to rebuild the fort, and two hundred porters. Any deserters from the work detail
were hunted down and arrested. Their houses were burned as additional punishment.
Two months later when the Kikuyu retaliated, Wilson fled the fort again. The Kikuyu
interpreted this flight as weakness and assumed they were victorious over the British
forces (Muriuki 1974: 142-145).
A new commander, Captain Eric Smith, built another stockade four miles from the
previous one, in a more secure position, naming it Fort Smith. Captain Smith continued
the same practices of his predecessor towards the Kikuyu, stealing grain and livestock.
Sir Gerald Portal, who passed the fort in 1893, asserted the IBEA Company personnel
were raiding and looting in the Kikuyu area, turning the whole country against the white
man (Maxon 1986: 136).
Ignorance of the Kikuyu governmental system created another serious problem for
the IBEA Company. Numerous Kikuyu, hired as interpreters and administrators,
deceived company leaders by collaborating in unkind acts against their own people for
personal benefit. Some of the hirelings were even given the unwarranted title of chief
(Maxon 1986: 142). The deceivers collaborated with the British, receiving permission to
collect taxes and to secure laborers by force. These collaborators involved British
officials in their own personal quarrels, became greedy for economic gain, told false
stories against their enemies, and were given weapons and soldiers to enforce their unjust
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measures . Muriuki says they became "tin gods," causing much resentment among the
Kikuyu people. These deceptive collaborators, who had no real authority and respect
among the Kikuyu people, were defended by British gun power (Muriuki 1974:152).
An example of the company's wrong choice was the hiring of a Kikuyu man by the
name of Maktubu, instigating the "Maktubu fiasco" (Muriuki 1974: 148). Maktubu, a
former slave, had served as a guide and interpreter with Thomson 's caravans and with
Von Hohnel and Teleki. The British officials, perceiving him as being steadfast,
courageous, intelligent, and hardworking, entrusted him with authority to purchase food
for fort personnel. In 1892 he left the stockade with 15 soldiers, violently pillaging
Kikuyu gardens and livestock. Kikuyu villagers began to fight back, killing all the
soldiers, including Maktubu. In retaliation, five companies of soldiers from Fort Smith
were dispatched on punitive raids. Food and livestock were seized, villages were burned,
and some Kikuyu were killed (Muriuki 1971:146-148). 1. W. Gregory, who passed
through the fort in 1892 on his way to explore Mount Kenya and Lake Baringo,
commented, "No one could go half a mile from the fort except under escort" (1896:92).
One Kikuyu collaborator, Kinyanjui Ndugu, possessed his own gun and made raids
on his own people. He also sold other people's land, recruited unpaid labor, threatened
punishment of any who would not obey his orders, and portrayed himself as a paramount
chief while he was initially a poor man (Muriuki 1974: 153-154). Muriuki contends that
most of these early appointed chiefs were opportunists, transferring their allegiance to the
British as a source of power and receiving recognition as sub-administrators. They
became a symbol of the colonial oppressors, a law unto themselves, using their new
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power to enrich themselves, even procuring forced laborers from their own people to
serve the British (Muriuki 1974:167- 169). Because of this continual blundering in
administration by fort officials, working with deceitful collaborators, "the Kikuyu could
see no difference between the slave dealers from the coast, the European adventurers, and
the company or government officials" (Muriuki 1974: 152).
Another oversight of the mEA Company was the arrest and death of a respected
and peaceful Kikuyu headman named Waiyaki . He had safely supervised Teleki and
Hohnel ' s caravan, helped to welcome Lugard to build the original stockade at Dagoreti,
and had made genuine efforts at peace by urging his Kikuyu people to return looted
goods to the fort (Muriuki 1974: 150). In 1892 Waiyaki entered the fort for a conference
of peace. Apparently he became drunk and started to fight. He was wounded while
trying to resist arrest, promptly seized, and marched off to Mombasa, dying en route.
This merciless incident produced much bitterness in the Kikuyu people. Maxon wonders
who were the real barbaric savages, the Africans or the Europeans, referring to "the
barbaric behavior on the part of British traders" (1986: 193).
A further aggravation to the fort's problems, caused by poor administration, was
the appeal of Maasai refugees. The Maasai suffered a series of disasters in the years
previous to the establishment of Fort Smith-human and cattle disease, famine, and
rivalry between clans. After the fort was built, refugees began to arrive, seeking food and
assistance. Between 400 and 500 Maasai refugees camped outside the fort in 1894.
When the refugees could not secure enough food, they foraged afield in the Kikuyu
gardens and then retreated to the environs of the fort for protection. Some of these
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Maasai collaborated with the British against the Kikuyu. The fort commander sent
Maasai as soldiers on punitive raids against the Kikuyu (Maxon 1986: 157; Muriuki
1974: 143-144, 154).
Francis Hall was commander at Fort Smith from 1893 until 1899. He boasted,
"There is only one way of improving the Kikuyu and that is to wipe them out; I should
be only delighted to do so, but we have to depend upon them for food supplies" (Muriuki
1971 : 155). Fighting continued throughout the central highlands in order to subdue the
Kikuyu, and fighting did not subside until 1896 when the British considered the Kikuyu
[mally subjugated.
The IBEA Company eventually became bankrupt. The British government,
recognizing the need to assume a more active participation in the development of East
Mrica, declared Kenya a British Protectorate in 1895.
After four years of abusive foreign intrusion, how did the Kikuyu view the white
man from the West? Did British officials become the ogre of stories told around the log
fire at night? How did village elders explain this violation of traditional hospitality,
honor, trust, and respect? The erosion of Kikuyu life continued with the next intruders
into their territory.
Asian and European Traders
Another factor of interaction with the Kikuyu was the arrival of Asian and British
traders who entered the area for financial gain. During construction of the railroad from
1896 to 1901, Asians from the Indian commercial class followed the rail lines,
establishing businesses in every trading center (Ingham 1962:211).
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John Boyes, an unmarried British adventurer, then 24 years of age, arrived at
Mombasa in 1898. Previously, he had traveled in India, South America, West Africa, and
South Africa. In Mombasa, Boyes met another adventurer named Gibbons. They formed
a partnership for delivering trade goods to Uganda, hiring porters and soldiers and
purchasing donkeys and wagons. Boyes estimated that less than ten European traders
traveled within East Africa during this railroad building period (1911 :70).
At Fort Smith Boyes met the commander who informed him that the Kikuyu were
practically holding his fort in a state of siege. Boyes was also informed that the Kikuyu
were treacherous, cunning, and hostile. However, when he lived among them, he wrote
that they were pleasant people (1911:49, 52).
Gibbons traveled on to trade in Uganda while Boyes remained in the central
highlands, trading in the Kikuyu area for more than two years. Boyes was apt in
language learning and was soon able to converse in Swahili and Kikuyu. Boyes' own
account of his life among the Kikuyu as published in his book, John Boyes, King of the

Kikuyu, reveals only the accounts of his constructive assistance to the Kikuyu people. He
records nothing about his concubines nor his impersonation as a British official. Muriuki
calls him a "rogue" and affirms that Boyes raided Kikuyu gardens (1974:158). Boyes '
account provides a fairly positive description of the character and industriousness of the
Kikuyu people. He found the Kikuyu to be hard workers, anxious to trade fairly, and
eager to become his friends . Boyes boasted, .. I frequently noticed that as soon as a native
became friends with me, or with my followers, he immediately called all the rest of the
natives savages (washenzl)" (1911: 125). Boyes often saw the Kikuyu working in their
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gardens, the women doing most of the garden labor. He described the area as well
cultivated, with sheep, goats, and cattle grazing (1911 : 127, 132,236). Boyes was a
clever trader, worked at keeping peace between clans, encouraged road grading and
bridge building, and imported a large variety of vegetable and plant seeds. During a
smallpox epidemic he isolated sick patients and personally vaccinated thousands of
Kikuyu (1911:189).
Boyes wrote that the Kikuyu had much inter-clan warfare and trouble with
occasional Maasai raiding parties. The seizing of food and slaves and murders by
European travelers caused the Kikuyu to be highly suspicious of all outsiders. Boyes
attested the Kikuyu themselves had become treacherous and would not hesitate to attack
him, stealing his property, if he did not properly defend himself. He said, "I knew that if
I was to succeed I must maintain an attitude of fearlessness" (1911:73,80).
Eventually, Boyes built a trade store and sold food and stock to government
workers and railway people. To his credit he was a young man of great courage, skill,
and faith, even if his main motive was financial profit and renown. Boyes claimed that he
was the first European trader to enter Kikuyu territory, followed later by Somali, Swahili,
and Indian traders who established businesses there.
Meinertzhagen was assigned to find and arrest the British trader Gibbons, who was
purchasing ivory and illegally collecting hut tax from the Kikuyu, pretending to be a
British government official. Gibbons was found with 14 African girls that he kept as
concubines. When Meinertzhagen arrested him, Gibbons protested with the most
provoking and abusive language (1957:120-121). In 1904 Meinertzhagen participated in
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crushing Kikuyu resistance to British authority. His column of troops captured over 782
head of cattle, 2,150 sheep and goats, and killed 796 Kikuyu (Muriuki 1974: 165-166).
At the same time as European traders traveled to the central highlands to start new
businesses, Asian entrepreneurs from Zanzibar also began to migrate to Kenya. In later
years these Asian businessmen acquired dominant financial control of East Africa,
including Kenya.
British Government Administrators
Following the bankruptcy of the IBEA Company, the British government
established Kenya as a British Protectorate in 1895 and then declared Kenya a British
colony in 1905. Muriuki reports that the government proceeded to operate with the same
personnel; and thus, similar administrative blunders were perpetrated against the Kikuyu
(1974: 155). Hall, who was superintendent of Fort Smith in 1893 under the IBEA
Company, continued in that position until 1899. Punitive expeditions against the Kikuyu,
which had begun under the IBEA Company, were perpetuated, becoming an accepted
procedure of administration. "By the end of 1904 the East Africa Protectorate
government had made an all out effort to bring Kikuyuland under Pax Britannica"
(Muriuki 1974:167).
Neill reports a high death rate among the British government officials from tropical
diseases. Their wages were not equal to the tasks they were expected to accomplish.
Because of these factors, the turnover rate of personnel was high. Few stayed long
enough to know well the indigenous people (1966:303).
Herskovits explains that agriculturally based societies are closer to European
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societies in their knowledge of trading and money; and this helped the Kikuyu in their
adjustment to the new demands (1962:81). The Kikuyu adapted themselves to changing
circumstances, complying with their new overlords, a positive factor in their behavior
(Muriuki 1974:136). They began to cooperate with the new colonial regime, becoming
the clerks and petty administrators, while the pastoral Maasai kept their distance and
resisted all change. Simultaneously, during these same years of initial British
government administration, the Kikuyu people themselves suffered several
disasters-locusts, drought, cattle plague, smallpox, and famine. To advance their
position of authority, the British established Fort Hall in 1902 near Mount Kenya in an
area now known as Nyeri.
Construction of the railway from Mombasa to Uganda, financed by the British
government, was begun in August 1896. Thirty-two thousand contract laborers (coolies)
were brought in from India (Hallett 1974:570). Two years later the work was nearly
interrupted by two man-eating lions who, before they could be stalked and killed, seized
and ate 32 laborers. Eight men were required to carry one of the dead beasts. In June
1899, at mile 326 and 5,200 feet altitude, the railway reached a swampy area called
Nairobi, which was chosen by an engineer for railway headquarters. Nairobi became the
capital of Kenya in 1905. Meinertzhagen, passing through Nairobi in 1902, commented,
The only shop in Nairobi is a small tin hut which sells everything from cartridges at
eight pence each and beer, sardines, jam, tinned food, paraffin, etc. It is run by two
bearded brothers named Stewart . ... The only hotel here is a wood and tin shanty
sometimes known as Wood's Hotel and sometimes as the Victoria Hotel; it stands
on the only street, known as Victoria Street. . .. Nearly every man in Nairobi is a
railway official. Everyone of them keeps a native girl, usually a Maasai .... If a
man tires of his girl, he goes to the village and gets a new one, or in several cases as
many as three girls. And my brother officers are no exception. (Meinertzhagen
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1957:9, 12-13)
The railway reached final terminus at Kisumu on Lake Victoria in Western Kenya in
1901 (Brittain and Ripley 1976:224-227; Ingham 1962:209). From this lake terminus
vessels could carry agricultural products in and out of Uganda.
Colonial Settlers
Sir Charles Eliot, commissioner of the British Protectorate of East Africa from
1900 to 1904, was prejudiced against the African peoples and strongly in favor of white
settlement. Ingham explained that Eliot felt his duty was to "teach primitive people
correct codes of behavior and scientific knowledge of the civilized world" (1962:210). In
1902 a wave of European colonial settlement began.
Colonel Meinertzhagen met Charles Eliot for dinner and disliked his colonialist
attitude, his bigoted view that white settlers were the answer to Kenya' s future
(Meinertzhagen 1957:31). Eliot reserved all the land between Kiu and Fort Ternan
(Machakos to Kericho) for white occupation. This large territory later became known as
the "white highlands" (Maxon 1986: 161).
When Meinertzhagen met Lord Delamere, a rich colonial settler, he found
Delamere to be enthusiastic about the future of East Africa. Delamere commented, "I am
going to prove to you all that this is a white man' s country." "But," said Meinertzhagen,
"it is a black man's country. How are you going to superimpose the white over black?"
Delamere responded in a quick temper, "The black man will benefit and cooperate"
(Meinertzhagen 1957:78-79).
In 1896 Superintendent Hall of Fort Smith had welcomed three European families
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as settlers. Commissioner Eliot proposed that more settlers be welcomed to enter the
highlands around Nairobi. By Eliot's invitation, settlers came from South Africa, Britain,
New Zealand, Australia, Canada, and other places. Muriuki says Eliot was the "evil
genius behind the land alienation" (1974: 170).
In 1902, fewer than three dozen Europeans were cultivating land in the highlands.
By 1903, however, the area had one hundred settlers (Ingham 1962:212-213). Eliot was
strongly prejudiced against the African' s ability to be productive. His stated opinion of
the African was "His mind ... is far nearer to the animal world than that of the European
or Asiatic, and exhibits something of the animal's placidity and want of desire to rise
beyond the state he has reached" (Lugard 1965 :69).

By 1908 hundreds of Dutch

families from South Africa immigrated to Kenya. British settlers began to arrive in 1910
(Ingham 1962:213). Poor Europeans were discouraged from immigrating to Kenya.
Asian immigrants were segregated to the towns (Ssekamwa 1971: 141).
Lord Delamere, one of the richest settlers, was appointed to the position of land
officer by Eliot. Delamere received 100,000 acres and other settlers 5000 acres each. A
settler was required only to draw a sketch of the land he desired, submit it to government
officials, and the land was declared his possession (Muriuki 1974: 173). Although
Delamere was an aggressive and often harsh leader, he worked hard and long hours,
learned the Maasai language, and was generous with his hired workers. Delamere
conducted tests in agriculture, expending considerable funds developing a strain of wheat
free from disease and built a mill which eventually became Unga (wheat) Limited. He
invested in costly experiments with English cattle until they could produce adequate milk
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and founded Kenya Creameries. He imported sheep from Scotland and cross-bred them
with native sheep until they were free from disease and bore good wool. He improved
potatoes, coffee, and sisal (Ingham 1962:222; Brittain and Ripley 1976:232-233).
The Dutch settlers were perplexed that the Kikuyu people accepted the same labor
contracts and performed as well as their previous South Africa laborers. They had been
informed that the Kikuyu were lazy and ungrateful for the benefits provided by the
settlers (Maxon 1986: 161).

In 1901 the East Africa Lands Ordinance ruled that any land not occupied became
crown land. In 1902 the Village Headman Ordinance was imposed, whereby certain
chiefs were paid by the British to deliver up criminals, collect hut taxes, and supply labor
for public works. In 1906 six land reserves were allocated to the Africans-the Kikuyu,
Kikumbulia, Kitui , Ulu, and two for the Maasai. The settlers instigated a further
ordinance that compelled the Kikuyu to labor for the settlers (Ingham 1962:206-219). In
1907 regulations required that any African living on settlers' land had to give 180 days of
free labor each year (Ssekamwa 1971: 142). Thus, the Kikuyu lost their land and became
squatters and laborers on European farms (Maxon 1986: 160). In 1911 the Native Tribal
Rules were passed, forcing the Kikuyu to pay a hut tax and a poll tax . Maxon noted that
British rulers put "heavy coercive pressure on Africans, forcing them to leave their homes
to work on European estates" (1986:161 ; cf. Ssekamwa 1971:139-140).

In 1919 a labor circular was issued intending to induce laborers to work for the
colonial settlers. In 1920 the law was again strengthened to force compulsory labor from
the Africans (Neill 1966:325-330). The procurement of laborers was nothing but a
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"selfish demand for cheap labor camouflaged by rhetoric extolling the qualities of work"
(Maxon 1986: 161). Maxon discloses the attitude,
The desire to show the African his place also marked European attitudes, with harsh
corporal punishment relatively common . . .. Europeans alone had a right to trial by
jury, and in no case did a jury find a European guilty of murdering an African
despite several blatant killings of Africans by whites in those years. (Maxon
1986: 163-164)
Summary
Before 1840 villages in the Kikuyu highlands existed in relative calm as the tides of
change moved subtly forward around the edges of the African continent. Over the next
thirty years the storm' s deluge sent the first wave of invaders inland. On the east coast of
Africa the merciless Arab slave traders established their most northerly slave route into
the territory of the Kikuyu people around 1870 in search of "human gold." As flood tides
of slavers continued to penetrate Africa, a singularly significant tide of change occurred.
Like a voice crying in the wilderness against the devastating slave trade, missionary
explorer David Livingstone pleaded with the "civilized" world to build a moral dam in
Africa against the flood of exploitative human cargo carriers.
In a trickle of response a few courageous foreign missionaries arrived in East Africa
in 1874, followed by increasing numbers of mission groups. In 1898 the first European
missionaries reached Kikuyuland. Along the same paths flowed streams of British
adventurers, followed by British imperialists. By 1903 a tidal wave of foreign settlers
began to flood Kikuyuland. The ideal climate and fertile soil of the highlands attracted
European settlers. The area became the "white highlands," and the Kikuyu became
squatters and forced laborers on their own land.
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With white skin and European clothing, were the missionaries any different from
previous intruders? Would they also abuse, rape, steal, and subdue the people? What did
they want from the Kikuyu? Everywhere the missionaries went, they established schools
to eradicate illiteracy, teaching the Kikuyu students to read the Bible. As the next chapter
reveals, the missionary message, with its educational goals, was to change forever the
attitude of future generations with respect to African heritage and traditional oral
enculturation of Kikuyu children.

CHAPTER 6
Intruders-The Missionary Wave
In the last chapter I described the acculturative influences of traders, colonial rulers,
and settlers on the Kikuyu people. In this chapter I examine missionaries, their message,
and the schools they established. In the end we find that the influence of education for
culture change is much greater than military force. Margaret Read said, "There is a
justifiable belief that among all modem influences which change the composition and
character of a former static society, there is none more potent than the effects of modem
education" (1955b:68). Affirming its power, Malinowski maintained education is "the
principal mechanism for the implanting of values. Since values are the driving force and
motivation of human life, we can see that the whole course of human life can be
determined as a result of values instilled in the course of education" (1947: 135).
In this chapter I address the following questions concerning the influx of Western
missionaries among the Kikuyu people and the educational patterns they established:
•
•
•
•

Which missions chose to work among the Kikuyu?
What motives directed early missionaries to East Africa?
What was the relationship of missionaries to colonial rulers?
What was the missionary's message in relation to education?
First Missions to Kikuyu

Organized missions began work among the Kikuyu people at the beginning of this
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century. The first of these missions, the East African Scottish Mission, was founded in
1889 by McKinnon, Bruce, and Buxton, three of the directors of the mEA Company.
The mission's first station was among the Kamba at Kibwezi, halfway between Nairobi
and Mombasa. In 1898 the mission moved to a place called Kikuyu, just west of the
future Nairobi, and began an agricultural endeavor on 3,000 acres . Their purpose was to
establish a self-supporting agricultural mission (Oliver 1965: 173). In 1900 the mission
transferred its operation to the Foreign Missions Committee of the Church of Scotland.
Today the same work in Kenya is called the Presbyterian Church of East Africa (PCEA).
In 1901 the Church Missionary Society (CMS) moved into the Kikuyu area and

planted stations at Kabete, Kihuruko, Murang' a and several other stations in the
following years. Churches which sprang from this mission are today affiliated with the
Anglican Church of England and called the Church of the Province of Kenya (CPK). The
Methodist Mission Society, which had started work at Ribe near Mombasa in 1862,
moved into Meru area near the Kikuyu in 1912 (Richardson 1968:28; Omulokoli 1995).
The Africa Inland Mission (AIM), which began in 1895 with a station at
Machakos among the Kamba people, opened a station in 1901 at Kijabe, 35 miles
northwest of Nairobi, in the Kikuyu highlands. The AIM is an American
interdenominational mission, composed mainly of Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians,
and Anglicans. The founder of the mission, Peter Scott, arrived at Mombasa in October
1895 in a group of five men and three women. They trekked 250 miles inland through
dry desert scrub lands, soaked by torrential rains, crossing swollen rivers, following a
path that "starts out bravely, then unaccountably changes its mind and strikes off at a
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tangent, or maybe turns back on itself as if afraid ... It turns aside to avoid a rock, or a
fallen tree, or even to detour around a native garden" (Hotchkiss 1937:48). Obstacles
included marauding lions, rhinos, malarial mosquitoes, and a rebellious Arab renegade
who attacked their camp at night with gunshots. One year later Peter Scott died from
malaria. His last diary entry was,

Can we whose souls are lighted,
With wisdom from on high,
Can we, to men benighted,
The Lamp of Life deny?
Here am I, Lord, use me in life or in death.
Difficulties brought the deaths and desertions of others, until three years later only one
was left. Yet more volunteers came. By 1906 the AIM had 31 missionaries on seven
stations (Richardson 1968:29-35; 61; Grimes 1917:20-21). Today it is one of the largest
missions in Kenya, maintaining at Kijabe a large boarding school for children of
international workers, two secondary schools for Kenyans, a Bible college, and a hospital.
In 1902 the Gospel Missionary Society, an outgrowth of the AIM, began work
among the Kikuyu of Kiambu under Knapp and Krieger. In 1946, this work was merged
with the Church of Scotland Mission (Omulokoli 1995; Oliver 1952: 171).
The Holy Ghost Fathers, a Roman Catholic mission, began work west of Nairobi in
1899. They were joined in 1902 by the Consolata Fathers. In 1903 the Roman Catholics
founded missions at Kiambu, Limuru, and Mang'u near Nairobi (Muriuki 1974:178-179;
Njiro 1985:88; Oliver 1965:169-171).
Missionary Objectives
In view of the unknown dangers, and personal risk to health and safety, why did
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these mission societies continue to send volunteers? Perhaps the published journals of
two missionary change agents did more than any other factor to stimulate mission fervor
in Europe. Their ministry preceded the partition of Africa by the colonialists.
The first agent of change was Dr. lohan Ludwig Krapf of the Church Missionary
Society who carne with his wife Rosina to Mombasa in 1844. Within two months
malaria claimed Rosina's life as well as a newborn baby girl. Dr. Krapf persevered and
redoubled his efforts. He translated the New Testament into Swahili and composed a
grammar and dictionary of Swahili (Ingham 1962:88; Falk 1979:233-234). lohan
Rebmann joined him in 1846, and together they built a small home and church among the
Wanyika people ("people of the wilderness") at a place called Rabai Mpya 12 miles
inland at an elevation of 1,000 feet above sea level. 1akob Erhardt and lohannes Wagner
carne in 1849. Wagner died two months after arrival.
Krapf made the first successful European explorations into the Kenyan interior,
walking almost three hundred miles through the Kamba territory as far as the boundary of
the Kikuyu and viewing Mount Kenya. Krapf made a total of four exploratory trips into
central Kenya (1968:59). His travel took him mostly among the Kamba, who were
hunters, traders, and middlemen for trade between the coast and interior.
Krapf respected the Africans as people who needed redemption from sin. He talked
of "the depravity of man without God, and a transformation of the life of a believer." He
believed the power of the gospel would change the people for the better (1968: 184).
Krapf s journal spoke of "opposing the rulers of darkness [by] assailing the heathen only
with the sword of the Spirit, with the Word of God." He noted in the years of his tenure
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in East Africa that slavery was making great inroads among the Kamba (1968:3,51,58).
The Kamba monopolized the ivory hunting in this area of the coast, traveling as far north
as the boundary of the fierce Galla people and as far west as the boundary of the Kikuyu
in the central highlands (Njiro 1985:83). Krapf observed that mothers, upon seeing the
white strangers, ran away and hid their children for fear of their being carried away into
slavery (1968:367, 150).
Due to ill health, Dr. Krapf was forced to leave Mombasa in 1853. Rebmann
remained another twenty years (Flint 1976:88). In the early years there were few
converts. In 1864 Colonel Playfair, the British Consul, visited the mission station and
found only six baptized converts and six readers (Flint 1976: 102). Back in Germany,
Krapf published an account of his life and travels, stimulating much concern in Britain
for the people of East Africa. As a result, the British government sent Burton and Speke
to East Africa in 1858 to locate the large inland lake that Krapf had described (Falk
1979:236).
Krapfs journal also inspired the Methodist Church in England. At their invitation
in 1861, he escorted a party of four Methodist missionaries from England to Mombasa.
The United Methodist Free Church established their first work near Mombasa at RiM
(Oliver 1965:8).
David Livingstone was the other major change agent affecting East Africa and thus
indirectly the Kikuyu. I described the life and ministry of Livingstone in chapter 2.
Now, I continue the story and resulting events from the time Henry Stanley found
Livingstone.
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Henry Stanley, a newspaper reporter commissioned by the New York Herald to
find Livingstone and confirm whether he was dead or alive, departed on foot from
Bagamoyo on the coast of East Africa early in 1871. His caravan consisted of three
Europeans, 31 armed Africans, 153 porters, 27 pack animals, and two riding horses
(Stanley 1909:251). After eight months of travel he came upon Livingstone at Ujiji in
what is now northern Tanzania. Stanley spent four months with Livingstone. He said
Livingstone's conversations centered more on ethnology than geography. Stanley
commented, "He is truly pathetic when he talks about the poor enchained slaves, and the
unhappy beings whose necks he has seen galled by the tree-forks, lumbering along the
paths, watched by the steady, cruel eyes of their drivers" (1909:274). Several weeks
later, Stanley returned to England with Livingstone's latest journal.
One incident alone was enough to incite millions-the graphic narrative of how
Arab slavers had massacred between four hundred and five hundred Africans, burning 23
villages on June 21, 1871 at a place called Nyanwe Market in East Africa (Stanley
1909:251 ; Livingstone 1872:563-566). This precipitated an emotional explosion in
Europe.
The tenacity, strength, and viciousness of the continuing slave trade in East Africa
stunned the Christian world. Denmark had banned slavery in 1805; Britain, in 1807;
Holland, in 1814; France, in 1818; Spain and Portugal, restricting slavery to parts south
of the Equator in 1815 and 1817; and the United States, in 1863 (Oliver and Atmore
1981:33,35).
Livingstone estimated that between 12,000 and 20,000 slaves a year were being
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hauled out of East Africa through Zanzibar. He described caravans of between two
hundred and three hundred slaves being marched to the coast (Livingstone 1872:530).
Neill estimates that in the 1860s, upwards of 60,000 slaves were reaching the coast of
East Africa each year, to be sold at Zanzibar and transported to destinations in Arabia and
islands in the Indian Ocean (1966:277).
Since slavery had already been abolished by all European nations and America, its
continued activity as reported by a trusted and respected man stirred the conscience of the
Western world. On May 1, 1873 Livingstone was found dead kneeling by his bed with
his open Bible in front of him. Two of his remaining faithful helpers, Chuma and Susi,
knew that Livingstone's heart had been in Africa. They buried his heart right there,
wrapped his body in cloths, and carried it over 1500 miles for several months through
dangerous territory to the coast. A British frigate transported his body to England. News
of Livingstone's death aroused passion in England. Thousands thronged the burial as
Livingstone's body was interred next to high dignitaries in Westminster Abbey. An
unquenchable fire was ignited among compassionate people to suppress the appalling
slave trade.
Within a few years of Livingstone's death, a new wave of missionary energy began
to roll over the African continent (Campbell 1930:263). The publications of Krapf and
Livingstone, as well as accounts from other adventurers, incited Christians from Europe
and North America to action. The conscience of the world was pricked for the suffering
of the African peoples. Christians and humanitarians influenced governments to do
something to relieve the suffering of the African peoples. Though Krapf and Livingstone
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never entered the highlands of central Kenya where the Kikuyu people lived, a direct
result of their lives and appeals were the several missions which began work among the
Kikuyu at the beginning of the twentieth century.
A number of new mission societies and missionaries began work in the countries
where Livingstone had pioneered in the years following his death. Whereas in 1873,
there were perhaps four mission societies at work in these countries, by 1925 these
countries had a total of 110 societies and 2,156 missionaries (Campbell 1930:264).
According to Hendrik Kraemer, emphasis on personal conversion as found in the
pietism of the Methodists and Baptists motivated the modern missionary movement
(1937:349). Dr. Ludwig Krapf believed that persons without Jesus were lost in sin and
darkness and needed a personal salvation by faith in Jesus Christ. He emphasized that
Jesus came to transform individuals through faith in God's Word. David Livingstone
emphasized the humanitarian needs of Africans, writing of their sicknesses and fears, but
giving priority to the suffering under the depravity of the commercial trade in human
bodies. Oliver states that the CMS missionaries saw Africans as fallen humankind, while
Livingstone saw them as suffering humankind (1965:9).
Most of the missionaries of the period judged the African culture, rituals, and
traditions as thoroughly evil. They did not consider transformation of the culture, but
rather its destruction (Lyons 1975: 114; Sifuna and Otiende 1992: 170). They believed an
effective mission message was that old things must pass away, and all things become new
(2 Corinthians 5: 17). "New wine of European Christianity had to be put into new
bottles" (Ayandele 1966:4). African traditions had to be replaced by supposed Christian
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traditions of the West, not transformed by the work of the Holy Spirit (Romans 12:2).
Stephen Neill alleges "the concern of the missionaries was primarily for the
African; they may have been mistaken in their judgement, and certainly they did not
foresee all the consequences of the European incursion" (1966:280).
An African scholar, using Marxist language, declares that "The Christian

missionaries were as much part of the colonizing forces as were the adventurers, traders,
and soldiers . . . . There is no doubting the fact that missionaries were agents of
colonialism" (Rodney 1989:277). The reasons he lists are:
The church held a monopoly over schooling.
The church stressed humility and docility so that the African masses would
remain like slaves.
African traditional beliefs were labeled as part of witchcraft.
The church attacked polygyny.
The church promoted individualistic thinking which led to individual land
ownership and destruction of social solidarity.
The church educational program produced soldiers and policemen to carry
out the policies of the colonialists. (277-286)
Rodney misses the point altogether. First, he says the church had a monopoly over
schooling. The fact is that if it had not been for missions, there would have been no
schooling during the early settlement of East Africa. The colonialists saw no reason for
training the Africans and even opposed the African education by missionaries (Berman
1975:8). Second, he says the church stressed docility and thus encouraged subservience
to the colonialists. The truth is that the church taught the Africans how to debate. They
learned how to read and write in their own language. In their education, they learned how
to criticize the colonialists from within (Sanneh 1989). Oliver and Atmore affirm, "These
mission-educated Christians were, in fact, the first real African nationalists" (1981: 155).
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Third, Rodney is right when he contends that missionaries viewed traditional
African beliefs as all corrupt. This was true for most, but not all missionaries; and this
caused harm to the dignity and strength of the African character. Fourth, the church
attacked polygamy in accordance with biblical standards. Fifth, the church taught
individualistic thinking. This is true. These same individuals led African nations to
independence rather than continue to comply docily with colonial rulers. Individualistic
thinking is leading the new generation in Africa to protest dictators in favor of multiparty politics. This kind of thinking allows men and women like Rodney to express
opinion without being crushed. Rodney's assertion is correct that free thinking led to
individual land ownership. The argument for individual land ownership versus
communal ownership is beyond the scope and purpose of this paper. Sixth, Rodney stated
that the church produced an elite class of police and soldiers to support the colonialists.
This is incorrect. Mission school students became future leaders of the continent and
later, government workers after independence (Njiro 1985: 187).
Mugambi insinuates missionaries were in East Africa only to discharge their
religious zeal to save the heathen from hell (1989b: 17). He writes, "It would be a
distortion of historical facts for anyone to disassociate the modern Christian missionary
enterprise from the process of colonization in Africa south of the Sahara (1989b: 17). In
discussing the motives of missionaries, he suggests that medical missions were instituted
to keep Europeans healthy because, "missionary societies in their pioneer period had lost
several missionaries ... by tropical diseases" (1989b:45-46).

In spite of these negative judgments on Africans, missionaries were their defenders
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in opposition to colonial rulers. Even Lyon admits, "Above all , the missionaries accepted
it as a canon of faith that Africans, despite their depraved condition, had as much
potential as Europeans for spiritual and intellectual improvement" (1975 : 148).
When one reads and understands about the deprivations, sacrifices, and early deaths
of missionaries during this period, one knows that they did not go for fame, adventure, or
personal profit. They went because they believed in eternal matters. They believed that
men and women were either saved or lost for eternity by their acceptance or rejection of
the gospel message. Missionaries had a mission and a message, not temporal motives.
They "did not love their lives so much as to shrink from death" (Revelation 12: 11 KJV).
Robin Hallett affirms, "To the missionaries African advancement was of more concern
than European profits" (1970:373).
Most of the early missionaries to Kenya came without families , as disease and
difficulties made it quite difficult to live with a family. S. Earl Taylor noted that by 1902
there were about 100 mission societies working in Africa. Of these Taylor listed the
names from seven missions, names of missionaries who died in Africa and the length of
their service there. He reveals that average life expectancy of a missionary in tropical
Africa during the period from 1833 to 1902 was eight years (1902:33-38). He gave an
example from the National Baptist Convention of the time served before death:
Rev. Solomon Cosby . ... ... . . . ...... . . . . . . . . . ....... . . .. . . 11 months
Mrs. Hattie H. Presley ... . . . . . .. . . ..... .. ... . ... . .. ....... . . 14 months
Rev. Hence McKinney . . ... . . ... . . . . ... . ... . . . .... . .. . . .. . . 14 months
Rev. 1. 1. Coles . ... .. . ... . . . . . . ... . ... . .. ... ..... . .. . . .. . .. . 10 years
Rev. Geo. F. A. Johns . . . . . ..... . .. '" .... . ... . .. ..... ... . . 7 months
Mrs. Lillie B. Johns .. ....... . . . ... . .... . .. .... ........ . .. . 10 months
Rev. R. L. Stewart ... .... .. . .......... . .. .. . ... ... .. .... . .... . 7 years
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Anyone who questions the motives of missionaries to sub-Saharan Africa during
the nineteenth century should examine the records. The Romans Catholics founded
Bagamoyo Mission at the coast south of Mombasa in 1868. Located on eighty acres of
land on the mainland opposite the slave market on Zanzibar Island, these missionaries
sheltered escaped slaves and purchased the freedom of others. The mission established
an agricultural community, teaching industrial skills and establishing a school for literacy
and religious instruction. Within 12 years they buried 12 missionaries in the mission
graveyard. Their average age at death was 25 years (Anderson 1977:12; Falk 1979:12).
Missionaries were the first Europeans to manifest an interest in East Africa, with an
estimated three hundred of them on the mainland before the imperialist annexations of
1885 (Oliver 1965:49). It is true many more missionaries arrived on the heels of
colonialists, taking advantage of the security and power they received by aligning with
colonial governments. Some missionaries, especially those going later to Africa, adopted
an authoritative, ethnocentric attitude towards Africans.
Stephen Neill, the mission historian, asks, "Where did the missionary come into all
this? What part did he play in the developments and what was his attitude to the British
government and to its representatives in the various countries? In almost every case the
missionary was far ahead of the government and in many cases even of the trader"
(1966:309). Oliver advises, "The cynic would . .. be wrong to label the missionary
enterprise for the years 1884-1904 as merely an auxiliary arm of the imperialist
expansion" (1965: 179). Where their interest coincided, it was beneficial for the
missionary to cooperate with colonial rulers. That many missionaries came at the same
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time as the colonial ruler was merely a "happy accident" (Oliver 1965 : 179). "Neither
agency had any idea of deviating from its own natural course in order to form a more
powerful combination with the other" (Oliver 1965: 179).
Whereas the division of Africa among European nations took place in 1884-1885,
the dates of the founding of many early missionary societies preceded colonialism by
seventy to ninety years as the founding dates of several missions prove:
1732 Moravian Brethren
1792 Baptist Missionary Society
1795 London Missionary Society
1799 Church Missionary Society
1804 British and Foreign Bible Society
1810 American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions
1813 Methodist Missionary Society
1828 Basel Mission
1847 Bremen Mission
1847 Rhenish Mission
In East and East Central Africa the following missionary societies established

stations before 1885:
1844
1861
1862
1863
1874
1876
1877
1879

Church Missionary Society
Universities Mission to Central Africa
United Methodist Free Churches
Holy Ghost Fathers
Free Church of Scotland
Church of Scotland
London Missionary Society
White Fathers (Oliver 1965:17; Marsh and Killingsworth 1965 :79; Falk
1979:233-246; Neill 1965 :34ff; Tindall 1985: 100-110; Oliver and Fage
1988:121 ; Omulokoli 1995)

Neill clarifies the issue,
For the most part the missionaries enthusiastically accepted the new conditions
[under colonial rulers] . They had lived for years far beyond the frontiers of
Western control; they were familiar at first hand with the uncertainties and shadows
of African life, with the frequent destruction of all their work in the casual ebb and

179
flow of tribal warfare, and with the destructive horrors of the slave trade.
(1966:279)
The missionaries were happy as long as the European government had the genuine
welfare of the African in mind. When the colonial government imposed harsh tax or
labor laws. missionaries were in the forefront, voicing opposition and expressing
concerns on behalf of the African peoples. Missionaries were concerned for church
growth and the welfare of the African people, Neill affirms (1966:279, 309). "The
missionaries served as the link between the rulers and the ruled, between the powerful
and the powerless," states Mugambi (1989a:32).
Oliver and Matthew summarize the argument by saying, "For practical purposes,
then, during the period before the imperialist annexations and during the several years
that followed before occupation became effective, the European interests at work in East
Africa were the missionary interests of the churches in France and England" (1963 :49).
Oliver affmns, "No mission ever tried to invoke the aid of the secular power of its own
country in order to increase its influence over the African populations which it came to
evangelize" (1965: 161). Oliver and Matthew explain, "For, it must be stressed, the aim
of the mission and the aim of the government cannot be the same. The government
wishes to have orderly and intelligent citizens; the mission aims to produce educated and
thoughtful Christian men and women" (1963:332).
The fact that missionaries, as well as colonial rulers, introduced a new economic
system into East Africa brought reprisals from the Arab slave traders. Missionaries hired
workers. They brought cloth, cooking utensils, and other tools which made physical life
easier for the African people. Oliver records, "By 1888 the missions were everywhere
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threatened .. . by commercial freebooters from Zanzibar and Oman who were making a
last desperate bid to keep their dominion of East Africa" (1965: 166). Thus, by legitimate
commerce and by preparing the Africans intellectually to enter the Western world of
politics, the missionaries ultimately sowed the seeds of defeat for Arab or European
domination of Africa.
Missionary Message
What was the message that missionaries delivered to the Kikuyu people? How did
missionaries perceive the spiritual state and customs of the Kikuyu people? What method
of evangelism did missionaries employ? In building schools, what methodology and
curriculum did the missionaries use? Most important of all, how did the Kikuyu people
interpret the message of the gospel, and how did they respond to the new form of
education ?
A Message Esteeming Western Cultural Forms
A missionary is highly affected by the culture from which he or she comes. No
message is separated from the person who conveys the message, as each missionary
embraces his or her own interpretation of what constitutes Christian character. Spindler
affirms that "even the most fair-minded teachers are highly selective of the values they
communicate to students" (1963:43). The missionary's lifestyle is a reflection of his or
her culture, affecting the interpretation of the message. It is difficult for us, who live one
hundred years later than these pioneer missionaries to the Kikuyu, to understand the
culture of their time.
In the late nineteenth century the anthropologists spoke of the developmental stages

181
of humankind from savagery to barbarism to civilization. Neill explains, "Missionaries
found it hard to remain uninfluenced by the attitude of other white men among whom
they found themselves living" (1966:315). Neill repeats, the "prevalent white opinion
penetrated the minds of the missionaries and led them to accept an attitude of at best
condescension toward their African friends" (1966:316).
Many nineteenth century scholars denied biblical truth about creation and the
dignity of all humankind. They proposed that Africans, the dark-skinned peoples, were
"primitive" savages. Civilized and intelligent peoples were light-skinned and literate
(Hatch 1983: 19-21). The theory of un iIi near social evolution was popular at the end of
the nineteenth century. It suggests that all humankind and cultures pass through a series
of fixed stages, each new stage being superior to the former one and the final and best
stage being represented by Western European civilization. Early anthropologists
supported the idea of polygenesis, the theory that all races of humans were created
separately. Church authorities of that time believed in monogenesis, the doctrine that God
created a single pair, Adam and Eve, and all humans were descended from this pair
(Lyons 1975:31).
The champion exponents of unilinear social evolution were Lewis Henry Morgan
(1818-1889) and Edward B. Tylor (1832-1917) (Rossi 1980:38). In 1877 Morgan
published Ancient Society and drew up a detailed evolutionary scheme. He declared that
the lowest stage of "primitive" savages was a "horde living in promiscuity with no sexual
prohibition and no real family structure" (Ember and Ember 1990:33). Tylor, who was
the first Reader in Anthropology at Oxford, produced Primitive Culture in 1871 and
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Anthropology in 188l. Although he was a monogenecist, he advanced the idea that just
as humans vary in skin color from the blackest to the whitest, so their intelligence varies
from the savage to the cultured (Lyons 1975:90). Tylor also believed that all societies
evolved from savagery through barbarism to civilization (Ember and Ember 1990:32).
Herbert Spencer (1820-1903), theorized the principle of embryonic recapitulation.
This doctrine proposed that just as the human embryo develops by stages in the womb of
a woman, so the social development of man unfolds . The evolving of humankind
recapitulates the pattern of embryonic development. Humankind develops from a
"primitive" stage, when the mind is like that of a child, until he or she reaches the
civilized stage when the mind is like that of an adult (Lyons 1975:97).
From the foundational ideas laid by these scholars, a generation arose who believed
that Africans were still in a "primitive" stage. Africans were regarded as mentally and
morally inferior, but physically strong. Africans were considered childlike, emotional,

and unable to reason logically as modem man. Africans had no cities. They lived more
like animals and indeed were linked in direct descent from the apes. So ran the scholarly
thinking of the day in which the first Europeans entered East Africa.
Lyons (1975:99-104) asserts that the assumption of Africans being childish was
held by many of the famous adventurers who traversed Africa. A few examples are
Joseph Thomson, Richard Burton, Samuel Baker, and Henry Stanley, early explorers who
wrote widely-read accounts of African peoples. Others who held similar views were
Frederick Lugard, the influential British administrator; Sir Charles Eliot, the first
governor of British East Africa; and John Willoughby, a big game hunter.
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The teaching of nineteenth century scholars affected the attitudes of early travelers,
traders, colonial rulers, and also many missionaries traveling to sub-Saharan Africa. The
anthropological pre-conceptions of colonialists and missionaries towards African moral
character resulted partly from this cultural ideology of the nineteenth century and partly
from their own theological bias. European societies were considered to be "complex,
industrial, literate, and large-scale," while any people groups who failed to dress, eat,
travel, and educate their children in the manner of Europeans were "primitive," the
antithesis of civilization. Such peoples were described as savages who were backward,
simple, preindustrial, illiterate, tribal, and animistic (Tienou 1991 :295-298).
Also, among missionaries, a theological bias existed towards pagan people without
the gospel. Many early missionaries loved the Africans , but they believed them to be
"primitive," uneducated, and like children without moral training. These missionaries,
with their Victorian views of the period, lacked confidence in the Holy Spirit's power to
work in the consciences and hearts of pagans. Therefore, they felt the need to begin anew
by providing the gospel and Western-style education. They mistakenly labeled all
traditional forms of education and rituals as "primitive" and banned all of these practices,
both in the churches and in the schools they established. In the eyes of most newcomers,
Africans lacked proper clothing and were illiterate. Most of the educators were not
motivated to explore and discover the rich values found in Kikuyu enculturation (cf.
Hiebert 1987:104-105).
This Victorian attitude is reflected in the terms used by early missionaries to the
Kikuyu. In Strong 's Comprehensive Concordance, the word heathen, as found in both
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the Old and New Testaments, is listed 150 times (1890:473-474). In the Old Testament
heathen appears as the English rendering of the Hebrew term goy (goyim, pl.). In the

New Testament heathen appears as the English rendering of the Greek term ethnos,
referring to peoples or nations other than Israel. Gentile is another word that refers to
heathen or non·Jewish peoples of the world. Because the Jews had been persecuted and
mistreated by other nations, many of them despised and hated the Gentiles. In various
other versions of the Bible, the word pagan or Gentiles or nations is used in place of the
word heathen, which shows that these words are equivalent in biblical meaning.
Words such as savage, primitive, and civilized do not appear in the Bible at all,
although the Bible does speak of cities. The word native appears once in the King James
Version, speaking of a "native country," not in a pejorative sense. The word barbarian or
forms of it appear six times, in the New Testament. This refers to peoples who were non·
Greek speaking peoples.
Webster's II New College Dictionary (1973) defines heathen as (1) one who
belongs to a tribe or nation that does not acknowledge the God of Judaism, Christianity,
or Islam; (2) one considered irreligious or uncivilized (1995:511). According to
Webster's dictionary, pagan has the same sense of meaning as heathen and thus is a
synonym for heathen. Webster's New Collegiate Dictionary (1973) also adds that a
pagan is a person who has no religion, is wild or uncultivated, fierce or untamed, and
primitive or barbarous. Thus, the Bible defines any non-Jew or non-Christian as heathen.
Among Western peoples the colloquial meaning of heathen refers to someone who is
"uncivilized, wild, fierce, and primitive." Kenyans today also think of the word native
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with a negative connotation, probably because of its use by missionaries to describe
"primitive" conditions among African peoples.
In studying missionary writings of this period, I find frequent use of the words
primitive, savages, and natives and their need for civilization. A missionary, who began
working among the Kikuyu in 1902, wrote The Akikuyu: Their Customs, Traditions, and
Folklore after 31 years of service among them. He wrote both positive and negative
opinions of the Kikuyu people. His account of the flora and fauna of the area, Kikuyu
economic life, home life, care of children, circumcision ceremonies, and marriage
patterns were mostly in agreement with other writers of Kikuyu history. He used such
terms as "native mentality, " and wrote,
Civilization and the development of western industries have caused a new source of
financial appreciation .... However barbarous and savage a tribe may be . . When
we missionaries first came in touch with these savages . .. The Kikuyu people
never emerged from its primitive condition, until western civilization came along
... Pagan peoples have always been fertile in foolish and childish ceremonies.
(Cagnolo 1933:31,32,50,80, 146)[ltalics added]
Although Cagnolo was quite descriptive of the people, often writing in such
disparaging terms, at one point he concludes, "Taken all round, in spite of paganism . ..
the Kikuyu .. . customs are perhaps preferable to those of older civilized nations who
have been undermined by evil" (1933: 105).
P. John Emonts (1927), A German missionary in Cameroon, described African
children as he saw them:
These little folks do not learn to read or write, nor to cipher, nor any of those useful
things that you learn in school. How can you expect their parents to teach them,
when they themselves know nothing about these subjects? In these wilds nobody
can read or write, for there are no schools and no books .... Thus these poor
children grow up like the wild animals in the fields and in the woods. They receive
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absolutely no training at all. These little pagans grow up to be big pagans, they get
to be wild, ferocious, cruel and immoral men and women, who display few, if any,
noble and good characteristics. (1927 :27)
The same ethnocentric attitude is symbolized in the report of an American
committee which published a book titled Education in East Africa in 1925. The
committee was funded by the Phelps-Stokes Fund and composed of churchmen who
worked together with the British government, the Church Missionary Society, and other
missions in Kenya. In the opening chapter, the writers declare, "[The word] Africa ...
suggest[s] evolution ... from the barbarism of primitive life to the perplexities and
influences of civilized society . . ." (Jones 1925:3). Thus, the missionary was immersed
in the cultural attitudes of his or her day.
A Message Lacking Knowledge of Cultural Anthropology
The missionaries lived sacrificially, learned the African languages, and translated
God's Word in those languages. Njiro says that between 1870 and 1914 missionaries in
Africa were ministering in 192 languages (1985: 186). Yet missionaries looked too much
on outward appearances and did not discover the inner thoughts of the African heart.
They did not allocate sufficient time for interchange to learn how Africans really think
and feel. The motive of the missionaries was sound, but their judgments became
ethnocentric. They believed that Africans' degeneracy was rooted in their culture and
traditional belief systems (Berman 1975:9). Mugambi expressed, "Most missionaries
assumed that they were representatives of a 'Christian culture' "(1989b: 146). The
African was looked upon as lazy, primitive, and inferior. Neill affirms that this attitude
grew stronger as the nineteenth century came to an end (1966:314).
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Nineteenth century theological training schools for missionaries did not offer
courses in cultural anthropology. Consequently, missionaries did not study a culture
before entering among a people to plant churches. Taber explains, "Historically ...
missionaries have taken a very dim view of traditional religions . . . . The consensus was
... these heathen peoples [had] pagan rituals [which were] lumped into a single category
which was to be rejected by converts in favor of Christian rites" (1978:6). Therefore, the
missionaries interpreted 2 Corinthians 5: 17 (KJV) to read, "Old things must pass away;
behold, all things must become new." Missionaries taught that all African customs were
obsolete and must be rejected, and the new Western Christian civilization must take its
place.
Jomo Kenyatta, the first African president of Kenya, maintained, "Many white
men, especially missionaries, landed in Africa with preconceived ideas . .. The African
was regarded as a clean slate ... The Europeans based their assumption on the conviction
that everything the African did or thought was evil" (1938:259). Castle summarized the
attitude,
Long ago the missionaries brought gifts to Africa-the Christian faith and
education-but they did not always, like the Three Wise Men who followed their
star to Bethlehem, offer these gifts on their knees, seeking first to discover what
God might have already accomplished among his African children . .. . Christian
teachers assumed that what was African was unchristian and therefore to be swept
away. (1966:261)
As a result traditional African customs and ceremonies were wholly condemned.
Observing their dancing, drums, singing, and rituals, missionaries could find no wisdom
in compromising with any indigenous customs. New wine had to go into new containers,
they reasoned (Njiro 1985:190; Ayandele 1966:4; Mugambi 1989b:142). Ayandele
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explains,
Missionaries ... were unable to emancipate themselves from the cultural,
emotional, and social frame in which they were accustomed to live and express
their religious life in Europe and America . ... They considered their theological
approach, their own forms of marriage and burial, their narrow concept of family
and individualism as in the main the best for ... converts . .. The children were
taught to regard traditional customs and institutions with abhorrence .. .. The effect
was to sever the children from the home .... (1966:242-243)

In the schools there was "the tendency to write off aboriginal beliefs, moral codes, and
other regulatory social devices .. ." (Herskovits 1962:221).
A Message Requiring Schools
Missionaries found that the most effective method of evangelism was to establish a
village school at each outstation. Traditionally education was an informal process with
the home as the central place of instruction. Traditionally both oral communication and
person-to-person apprenticeship were the main methods of education. Now Western
schooling, a new concept of education, became an integral part of the mission station.
Missionaries receive the sole credit for the introduction of modern Western education into
sub-Saharan Africa (Spindler 1963:4; Gasibirege 1987:5).
Early mission societies among the Kikuyu established two kinds of mission
stations. The residential mission station was a large compound where converts and
employed workers lived within a secured area. Miller points out that there were typically
four major buildings-a store, a school, a clinic, and a chapel (1973: 100). All converts,
enquirers, and workers were fed and housed within the mission compound. The
advantages were freedom from famine, war, and slavery. These stations also provided
schooling, manual, and technical skills such as carpentry and smithing, and better hygiene
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which increased longevity and decreased mortality. Under missionary supervision the
stations were built solidly, and kept orderly, neat, and clean. A disadvantage to the
missionary was a loss of privacy. The greater disadvantage was that the missionary and
converts too often restricted their lives to the busy occupation and development of the
station and neglected the evangelization of the surrounding peoples. They were "oases in
the tribal desert rather than running springs which would flow out and irrigate the whole"
(Oliver 1965:60-61; cf. 64-65).
The other station arrangement was a single missionary home without a surrounding
mission compound. The missionary went to and from his home, conducting mission
business in a separate building among the people, without the home becoming a center of
mission activity. The disadvantage to the missionary was less security.
Read explains that the initial emphasis by the majority of missionaries was the
training of teachers, evangelists, clerks, and artisans who would assist the mission station
itself. Missionaries were increasingly pressured to develop even more schools, teaching
the literary skills of reading and writing. Colonial rulers needed trained clerks and
policemen. Africans wanted the jobs and the material benefits they could secure with the
pay. The people perceived schools as the means to acquire these benefits. At first
missionaries had to pursue African chiefs for permission to erect a school in a village.
Later it became customary for a chief requesting help to erect the school building, and
then the mission would supply a teacher (Read 1955a: 173).
Initially, missionaries established mission schools at their stations for the training
of converts to become evangelists. Later, the emphasis shifted to preparing converts for
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baptism and for training them to become teachers in the outstation schools. As more and
more trained converts were assigned as teachers in the outstations, the mission center
became the hub of education. Through this network of outstations, more and more
African teachers were dispatched to establish schools (Oliver 1965:181 , 185, 195).
These first elementary schools were simple dried mud dwellings, with a mud floor,
mud walls, a grass roof, and openings for windows to let in light. Many structures had no
furniture nor books. Children sat on the ground, stones, or benches made with dried mud.
Using simple methods, teachers typically taught four classes-reading, writing,
arithmetic, and religious education (Sifuna and Otiende 1992: 196). Berman calls it the
four Rs rather than the three Rs (1975:8). Western education, which emphasized
acquiring a basic amount of knowledge, set the pattern for learning. "Rote memory .. .
came to characterize the schooling of Africans, which in turn gave rise to the charge that
Africans [were not creative or critical thinkers]" (Herskovits 1962:223).
"Most missionaries were convinced that Africans had no religion, no culture, no
history, no literature, no art, no music" (Mugambi 1989b: 169). The missionary Cagnolo
wrote, "The Kikuyu ... take very little trouble to educate [their] children . . .. There is no
systematic effort to train a child's character" (1933:73). Thus, the curriculum in Kenya
was based not only upon British methods, but the lessons embraced European literature,
history, geography, and similar subjects. Students learned to sing the British national
anthem and pledge allegiance to the British sovereign (Mugambi 1989b: 169-170).
A Message Exalting Literacy
The early Christians of East Africa became known as "readers." When a person
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could read, he or she was a step above the pagan world of the past. Herskovits writes,
"That 'education' came to be identified with literacy and schooling in the European
manner is fundamental to understanding change in sub-Saharan Africa .. . . Literacy
brought .. . rewards . . . well paying employment . . . prestige . .. power ... higher
standard of living . . . " (1962 :221, 246-247). He further states, "The identification of
education with literacy ... arose out of the stress laid by missionaries on the teaching of
reading and writing. The Africans ... observed ... the Europeans who could read and
write did no manual labor. ... The obvious conclusion was that literacy was a prime
factor in permitting a man to become the manager, the supervisor . . . " (1962:224). Thus,
the literate person was the educated person; the illiterate person was uneducated; and
education was achieved by attending school and acquiring the skills of literacy (Mugambi
1989a: 104-105).
So this is the way the Africans began to think. The missionary has many powerful
tools, lives in a big house, and has servants. He does no manuallabor, but he has others

do his labor for him. What gives the missionary this power? It must be the power in his
books and the magic of reading and writing. Thus, literacy became a symbol of power in
the African minds. British and European books introduced knowledge of all the
industrial progress in European nations . The Africans had no books of history, no books
describing their society, and no stories of their heroes. In order to become more
indigenous, subjects concerning Africa were introduced along with courses on agriculture
and carpentry. The students rejected these new courses, complaining that they were being
denied the full European curriculum they needed. Thus, subjects had to be European in
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order to satisfy pupils and parents that they were on the highway to success (Herskovits
1962:256; Berman 1975:12,30).
The Phelps-Stoke report in 1925 advised further that vocational training in
agriculture and the trades should be included in East African schools. The committee
decreed, "Book learning of the old type [is] entirely inadequate .. . the plow, the anvil,
the hammer, the broom, the frying pan, and the needle must all be used to supplement the
customary instruction" (Jones 1925:xvii). They concluded, "It is fairly well recognized
that agriculture should be the basis in the establishment of an educational system among
primitive agricultural people" (Jones 1925:376). Some schools added more practical
subjects such as animal husbandry, blacksmithing, and leather work. One even had a
course in spear-throwing. But Africans insisted on a thorough liberal arts education, the
most outspoken being educated Africans. They were particularly offended with the use
of the words primitive or simple in reference to the type of education recommended.
African thought was "We do not wish the African to be educated so that he becomes a
helpless, docile creature. The African should not be educated to be a handyman to the
white man; instead he needs an education in the arts and letters equal to that of the
European" (Lyons 1975: 150-158). At independence in 1964, the Kenya Education
Commission officially withdrew agriculture as a separate subject from the curriculum and
the practical examination in trades was abandoned (Ogot 1976a: 159).
Goody explains that literacy has become the main method of self-advancement in
Africa, but that it has divided the population into two halves-the urban and the rural.
The study of a Ghanian village over a period of 20 years revealed that not one school
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graduate had returned to live in the village (1987:141,144).
Summary
In this chapter I have described the acculturative influences of Christian missions

on the Kikuyu people. I traced the history of early mission societies in central Kenya.
Then I discussed missionary objectives: to evangelize, to civilize, to educate, and to
eradicate slavery. This discussion included the labeling of missionaries as agents of
colonialism seeking mercenary interests and establishing an educational monopoly.
Next, I listed characteristics of the missionary message as follows: affected by the
thinking and lifestyle of the culture of the missionary; judgmental without a knowledge of
cultural anthropology; requiring schools to generate Bible-reading Christians; and
propagating literacy as the power tool for progress.
In fulfilling the Great Commission to Africa, many of the early missionaries

suffered deprivation, sacrifices, and early deaths. However, in taking the gifts of the
Christian faith and education to Africa, Castle comments, the missionaries failed "first to
discover what God might have already accomplished among his African children"
(1966:261). Missionaries condemned all things African and sought to replace with all
things Western. The education introduced by missionaries severed Kikuyu children from
the oral tradition of their past. Literacy has become the main method of selfadvancement and youth have lost respect for their rich African heritage.
In the next chapter I survey the damage after the storm of intruders into

Kikuyuland. Then I delineate four areas of discontinuities caused by cultural cleavage in
Kikuyu society.

Chapter 7
The Results of the Storm
A traditional Bantu tale describes the story of a hyena who approaches a fork in the
path where he is traveling. The path to the right presents an opportunity for a rich
reward. The path leading to the left opens a way for prestige and power that the hyena
feels he cannot deny himself. As a result, he decides he will take both paths at the same
time. So he begins to walk both paths. The farther he goes, the more he has to spread his
legs apart in order to reach forward on both paths. Suddenly, he hears a snapping noise
and feels sharp pain in his bones. Glancing down, he sees that indeed his body is splitting
into two pieces.
This story is symbolic of those Africans today who are torn apart by having their
feet in two worlds-their traditional African heritage and Western materialism. Can the
new generation in Africa hold to both worlds without falling apart?
What was the impact of the missionary message upon the Kikuyu people? "'How did
the Kikuyu people perceive the missionary? Were the missionaries identified with the
atrocities of the mEA Company and colonial settlers? How did the Kikuyu judge the
white missionaries who arrived at the same time as other Europeans, spoke the same
English language, and observed similar customs? Statistics of the first mission in
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1891-the Church of Scotland-is evidence of African reluctance to be any part of the
white newcomers. After 20 years of ministry, the mission numbered only 23 baptized
Christians and 42 catechumens (Oliver 1965: 199).
At Nairobi the railway, colonial rulers, settlers, and missionaries all arrived about
the same time-1899. British traders of the IBEA Company built their first fort at
Nairobi in 1890. Scottish missionaries established a station at the place named Kikuyu in
1898. Railway construction reached Nairobi in 1899.
Along with missions came the first schools. The colonial rulers did not introduce
education among the Kikuyu, but they introduced a system of life which required offices,
paperwork, files, financial records, communication by writing, and use of all the tools
that went along with the style of Western business life. Anyone hired to perform these
functions received a salary sufficiently adequate to purchase desirable new tools imported
by the colonialists. Therefore, when the colonial rulers needed a trusty clerk, messenger,
or financial assistant, they depended upon mission school graduates (Sifuna and Otiende
1992: l79).
A pastoral position provided no fixed wage. Some missions subsidized their
workers and encouraged church members to give offerings which helped support the
national leader. Ayandele stated that during this time in Nigeria an office clerk received
up to £300 per year while the ordained national pastor in the church could not hope to rise
above £100 per year (1966:288).
The new British rulers and businesses needed clerks and messengers; and the new
British colonial administration needed to establish a network of government control
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among the whole Kikuyu area. British officials created provinces and districts,
appointing a chief over each district who was called the Native Authority (NA). The NA
ruled over the headmen or sub-chiefs throughout his area. British rulers encouraged these
Kikuyu chiefs to educate their children in the missionary schools, indicating that their
children could possibly succeed their parents in their position of rule. Every NA received
a monthly stipend for his role as chief and mediator in his area. He also had control over
apportioning land and settling boundary disputes. The British also went to these chiefs
when they needed more labor for their projects and thus the chiefs became part of a new
system of "forced" labor. Oliver comments, "The speed with which educated Africans
were able to join in the work [as] chiefs, civil servants, doctors, technical officers,
schoolmasters . . . [was astonishing]" (1965 :290).
Gradually, the idea became a picture: Education is the gateway to employment.
The seeds of this idea began with the example of white missionaries and colonial rulers
who could push a pen, but not push a wheelbarrow; carry a book, but not carry a burden.
So parents and teachers and students all began to acquire what became known as the
"Diploma Disease" (Njoroge and Bennaars 1986:75). Through acquiring a pass in the
end-of-year examination, the child was climbing one step higher toward the possibility of
ajob with salary and the benefits of Western technology which would make life easier
and bring new excitements.
"Equally significant is the widely spread faith that in education lies salvation. This
is evident not only in the desires of parents that their children should have a better chance
in life, but in the ambitions of many young people themselves who see in education the
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highway to material success" (Castle 1966: 18). As more and more European settlers
arrived, demonstrating the great advantages in many of the tools that they brought with
them, so the attraction grew in the minds of the Africans to possess the same advantages.
Material wealth, not Christian morality, became the symbol of achievement (Ayandele
1966:291).
"In most colonies, there was an initial period of indifference toward school

education, but once it was understood that schooling represented one of the few avenues
of advance within colonial society, it became a question of Africans clamoring and
pushing the colonialists much further than they intended to go" (Rodney 1972:289). So
now through new spectacles provided by the Europeans, the African looks at the mission
chapel not so much as a building for prayer but as a doorway for education and
employment (Sifuna and Otiende 1992: 170).
Africans want the material benefits of modern technology- radio-cassette players,
televisions, cameras, refrigerators, cars, tractors, etc. They see the school as the liberator
which will provide education and a better life with material benefits. Hanson and
Brembeck claim that "Throughout Africa, with only rare exceptions, the drive for
education is one of the most inexorable forces in operation" (1966:95, 265-266). What
was true in 1966 is even more evident in 1996.
Thus, Africans began to put their faith totally in schooling. Even government
officials saw education as "the key to development" (Gasibirege 1987:3). Professor
Castle, who visited nearly 200 schools in East Africa, stated in 1966, "No aspect of the
impact of independence has been more impressive than the people's demand for
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education" (1966:vii).
Resistance Changes to Reception
At first the Africans saw nothing of value in the European's style of living,
although they may have desired some of the household goods, tools, and weapons that the
European possessed (Elkin 1937:537). The people were amazed and intrigued with the
many differences in European lifestyle, including the missionaries. Initially, the message
of the missionary appeared strange, and missionaries were met with indifference and
resistance . Many words had different meanings in the minds of the hearers than what the
missionary intended. Also the Kikuyu, like all African peoples, were used to making
decisions in consensus and community as a group. Few were willing to step out and
identify themselves closely with this new European and his or her call to change their
lifestyle, attend regularly the services conducted, and become known as followers of a
new unknown God. Those who did break away from the community to follow were
usually the social misfits or outcasts, marginalized persons who had already lost
acceptance among their own people, or were victims of famine (Sifuna and Otiende
1992:184; Oliver 1965:172).
Anyone who joined the mission in this initial stage came under suspicion. The
people were eager to preserve their own customs, and the missionary was advocating a
change of life and customs. The Kikuyu perceived these new missionaries as part of the
white European colonial community, having arrived simultaneously. They could
remember clearly how the Europeans intruded with gun power, using force to seize
property and to command obedience. At first they could not separate the missionary in
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their minds from these other Europeans. The Kikuyu were losing their independence and
ability to follow their own customs because a new and greater power had come into their
land (Sifuna and Otiende 1992:185; Herskovits 1962:244,473-474).
It took years of patience on the part of missionaries to win acceptance from the
African people among whom they worked. Gradually the missions were able to develop
small schools, attended only by a few students. Often a child who had come the day
before did not appear again; and the missionary had to find new students and then repeat
lessons. Kikuyu fathers became fearful when their sons returned home with new strange
teachings. Grandmothers panicked as they interpreted these new ideas with a complete
loss of what they considered to bring dignity to their people. A "tug of war" went on for
years between the mission and the elders in the village. Should we send our son to that
school or not? Will this really bring us the benefits we desire or will it destroy us?
(Oliver 1965:72-73). At planting and harvest time the stronger youth were especially
needed for work in the gardens and it only seemed natural that food should come before
school.
"Time gave way to acceptance, first by a small segment of the people, then by
increasingly large numbers" (Herskovits 1962:245). Over a period of years it gradually
became "fashionable" to declare oneself a Christian. It was fashionable because this
person now had a ticket to a better education and future employment (Mugambi
1989b: 154). It was during this stage that becoming a Christian convert made it easier to
live under this new colonial regime. The Christian became part of an elite that was in
control. The trained converts were the ones chosen for the favored clerical jobs
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(Mugambi 1989b: 153).
The CMS, which had begun its work among the Kikuyu in 1901 , began to see the
first hopeful response of the Kikuyu in 1909. Some of the villages began to ask for
schools. They began to connect reading and writing with employment, especially with
the more highly paid clerical jobs on newly established European farms . It was the same
for the Church of Scotland Mission, which had begun in 1898.
During this stage there was a very gradual acceptance in the minds of the African
people of some new ideas and ways of living introduced by the missionary schools. In a
village with a new school, new ideas were introduced to the students and carried back to
the village home. There the elders would carefully ask their children questions until the
new information was understood. At first the ideas appeared to be directly opposed to
their own customs, thus threatening existence and dignity as a people. Elders discussed
and debated the ideas among themselves. When the facts were so clear before their eyes,
that the first batch of students now had well-paying jobs, elders from other villages began
to ask reluctantly that a school be established in their village too. Oliver quips, "Now ...
the sands were shifting under [their] feet." They were experiencing a "new and powerful
medicine" that they could no longer deny (1965 :200).
Thus, when the elders agreed, the headman sent a message to the missionary that
their village desired to have a new school. The missionary sent a message back that if the
villagers would build a large hut specially for the school, then he would send them a
teacher. So the simple village school of mud walls and a grass roof was built. A teacher
arrived. A crude bell which might consist of a piece of iron hanging on a tree limb was
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clanged to call the students to class each day. "Home schooling" was now being replaced
by "Western education."

In Kenya the colonial British government began to take a strong interest in
education after World War I. It was during these same years that the Kikuyu themselves
began to express a much stronger interest in securing education for their children
(Scanlon 1964:5; Sifuna and Otiende 1992: 193). From a gradual acceptance of the new
ideas, to the actual observance that schoolleavers were acquiring the best jobs and new
clothes, and purchasing new imported items from Europe, a change in attitude took place.
Now parents, children, colonial rulers, and missionaries all joined in the same chorus,
believing that education was the true answer to the needs of the people.
During this period the work of the missions grew rapidly, far beyond expectations.
Something else very strange and unexpected developed also. The same people who had
at first rejected the Western schools and ideas began to embrace Western ideas. At the
same time they began to reject, despise, and denigrate their own traditional ideas and
customs (Herskovits 1962:474-475). Ross (1952) says, "Africans want education more
than anything else ... [they] are education-mad ... [they] think that knowledge is power"
(1959:53).
Today Kikuyu school graduates are not familiar with the oral literature of their
parents and grandparents. In a Nairobi survey of 56 Kikuyu men and women from ages
15 to 56, the older persons recognized most of the seven Kikuyu proverbs presented to
them. The young ones understood few of the seven proverbs. One 15-year-old and one
18-year-old did not recognize any of the seven proverbs. The six oldest respondents,
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from ages 40 to 56, knew six or seven of the proverbs.
Young educated Kikuyu are not familiar and not interested in things of the past.
"We did not study Kikuyu language after third grade in school," they explained. "Young
people don't spend time with parents and grandparents as in the old days," they said.
"We come home from school, do our homework, and sleep." It was evident from their
attitude that youth reject traditions of the past, wanting what is new .
Daniel Ng'ang' a, age 56, said that he learned traditional stories and proverbs from
his grandparents whom he visited on school holidays. Ng'ang'a said,
Parents today send their children to modern Western schools where they study in
English. Parents are ashamed to use old proverbs in front of their children. They
don't want to interfere with their children's education. Many of these parents
attended mission schools where they were taught that all old traditions were
primitive and backward. Today parents encourage their children to follow
everything foreign . They even dream of sending their children for further
education overseas. Older parents may use proverbs with their age mates, but not
with their children. (1995b)
Ng' ang 'a himself sees much value in the traditional stories and published several
booklets of Kikuyu stories. He exclaimed, "All these titles are rich in the use of Kikuyu
proverbs to portray an insight into the cultural and moral ethics among the Kikuyu
people." In 1972 Ng' ang' a printed a total of 31,000 copies of five different titles, two in
Kikuyu, two in Swahili, and one in English. The Kenya Ministry of Education
recommended the books as readers for primary schools in Kenya. English editions were
printed and sold in Kenya bookstores. N g' ang' a was disappointed, as sales of the books
were weak. He discontinued publication. He is now self-employed as a tax consultant in
Nairobi (l995b).
Mr. M. K. Wagitu (1995) is the principal of Alliance High School, which enrolls
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students from four missions-Methodists, Church of Scotland, Church Mission Society,
and African Inland Church. Wagitu says, "Oral literature is taught as part of the English
Literature curriculum. Traditional stories, proverbs, and riddles are explained, but both
students and teachers despise the subject. They also despise the Swahili language," he
said. "When announcements are given in Swahili during student assembly, the students
laugh."
Whiting, who did studies among 27 societies in Africa, revealed that there is rapid
social change in Kenya. Whiting expressed that Kenyans who have been to the U.S . or
Britain trusted their American research staff more than their own parents and
grandparents. They feel that in all things "Western is better" (1973:16).
During a later time a further stage of interest in traditional literature may develop,
but it is only present among certain Kenyan elite scholars and educators today. These
ideas are either rejected or ignored by the mass of modern Kenyans. Since independence
in Kenya, university graduates, lecturers, professors, and curriculum specialists began to
propound the thesis that their own traditional culture needed revival along with the
present Western technology, industry, and Western educational system under which they
now lived. They dream of the past as the "golden age" of their culture and invite their
people to reject European ideas. They encourage the revival of traditional African stories,
proposing that these stories should be taught in the school curriculum as African literature
in place of English literature. They glorify the past as days of peace, tranquility, and
family harmony, stating that Western education has only brought tension and confusion
among the peoples of Africa (Herskovits 1962:476).
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In Kenya the restructuring of the literature syllabus to include African oral literature
began in 1974. Now it is a two-year course in the high school curriculum (Akivaga and
Odaga 1982:ix-xi). The call for revival of the past has not yet been accepted by the new
generation in Kenya. African scholars have not yet analyzed and understood the spiritual
heritage of their past. They are dealing too much in outward symbols and customs. They
treat the course as history rather than the creative art that it is. They do not reflect on the
spiritual qualities in traditional enculturation. They are missing the greater aspect of their
moral heritage. They do not perceive the Holy Spirit was indeed working among their
people in the past, and Africans did indeed have some worthy ideals which need to be
preserved and emulated. Blame is too much a theme in their analyses. They do not
provide enough useful, practical answers as to how the noble elements of their past
heritage can be combined with modern Western education and industry without loss of
the Western benefits. Because of this failure, the people turn a deaf ear to this call for

revival of the past, thinking of it as sheer fantasy which cannot provide a better today or a
better tomorrow.
Herskovits gives an example of this call for revival of the past which took place in
French West Africa in 1953, about the time independence was on the horizon for all of

West Africa. Two distinguished African educators published a volume of African
traditional folklore. It contained animal stories which could be taught in all the
elementary schools of French West Africa. Since there was such a strong attitude against
"primitive folklore," its introduction into the syllabus was blocked by school
administrators (1962:448). This attitude is changing among top African educators, but
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the general population still sees little use for their traditional folklore.
Mbonu OJ ike •s autobiography (1946) graphically pictures the three stages of
mission growth and schools as outlined above. He was born about 1914 when the British
ruled Nigeria. Ojike tells of a blind man from his village, Akweke, who entered a CMS
hospital in 1910 because he was blind. While he resided at the hospital receiving
treatment, Akweke attended a compulsory daily morning chapel service. There he
learned the Lord' s Prayer, the Ten Commandments, the Apostle's Creed, and the
Anglican Catechism, along with the story of Jesus Christ. Akweke gradually put his faith
in Jesus and began to pray, eventually leaving the hospital in 1912 with restored vision.
Upon return to his village, Akweke began to spread the story of the mission and of
the Christ who heard his prayer, restoring precious vision to his eyes. In response to the
teaching of the mission hospital, he put away two of his three wives. He invited a
missionary to visit his village. When the missionary arrived, Akweke introduced him to
the chief. By 1913 a mission outstation was established in the village. Among other
ministries, the mission began to teach the people to read and write in their own language,
something which no one in the village had ever done before. In the excitement and pride
of success at learning this new skill, the literate ones began to ridicule those who could
not read nor write. At water baptism in the "sacred" river of the village, they acquired
new Bible or English names, dropping their African names. At funerals the Christians
sang hymns while the traditional villagers wailed. The converts also criticized some of
the revered traditional customs of the village. Persecution erupted!
Some of the Christians were accused before the village tribunal and incarcerated in
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their village prison without food. Some were flogged. Instead of destroying the mission
work, persecution caused it to flourish. The number of Christians grew rapidly, and a
permanent village school was built. Ojike was one of the young students. He reported,
"Our school supplies were four-a slate, a pencil, a primer, and a bamboo ruler"
(1946:52). Tuition was free, but only boys attended school. The African teacher was
highly respected and always carried a whip in his hand. "The curriculum had little to do
with our own history and customs. We were fed stories of English heroes and English
traditions ... [including the] biography of Lord Nelson" (Ojike 1946:56).
It became a matter of prestige to be a Christian, to have a new foreign name, to
marry only one wife, to speak English, to wear European clothing, and to stay away from
the work of gardening on the Lord's Day. Thus the pattern of initial opposition, gradual
acceptance, and then the flood of desire for Western education became a pattern not only
in Nigeria, but also in Kenya, and in the central highlands among the Kikuyu.
Western Education Leads to Cultural Cleavage
Margaret Read lists six stages of social change effected by Western education in
Africa. First, Africans totally rejected Christian missions with their evangelistic message
and Western schools. Then came a limited acceptance. This was followed by Africans'
rejection of certain traditional and tribal customs in their heritage. Fourth, Africans
accepted wholly all Western education in an attempt to emulate European standards. In
the fifth stage, the educated African elite began to reevaluate their own culture. In the
sixth and last stage, Africans attempted to Africanize the curricula and the schools
( 1955b:50).
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Gasibirege (1987) records almost thirty changes induced across Africa by the influx
of Western culture. He lists twenty-one positive changes such as industrialization,
modernization of agriculture, literacy, education, exports of raw materials, urbanization,
and international trade . Signs of progress include lower infant mortality rates, control
of tropical diseases, increased longevity, increase in manufacturing, increase in
agricultural production, and a more comfortable physical environment for many . Yet,
investigation reveals that many changes have brought harsh negative effects upon the
people and their culture-spiritually, morally, socially, and quite dramatically upon
family life.
Gasibirege also lists some of the negatives which are presently sweeping across
Africa, not all of which can be blamed on Western influence. The continent is ravaged
with ethnic strife. Millions of refugees are homeless-victims of famine, starvation, and
malnutrition. Major problems are urban unemployment and violations of human rights
from independently controlled governments. After 30 to 40 years of independence,
African leaders can no longer blame the West for their problems. Gasibirege succinctly
observes that the general pattern in sub-Saharan African countries today is "A small
number of people are in command of the country ... . Someone who was a 'clerk' in
colonial times becomes a minister [political leader] at independence" (1987:2-3).
Many argue that illiteracy is a major problem of Africa. Ignorance is often quoted
as one of the "three enemies" of Africa (Busia 1964:31); and literacy is deemed to be the
answer. Kenyans acclaim the knowledge of English as a doorway to success for the new
generation. Others imply that ethnic conflict and diversity of languages are Africa's
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problem. The popular hope is that unity and harmony can be achieved by changing
political laws. In Kenya the people are demanding multiparty politics-the opportunity
for several parties to organize and compete in elections.
Some stress the problem of urbanization, since more than half of school graduates
throng city streets, seeking employment opportunities. Professor Jonathan Ng'eno
reveals that urban unemployment in Africa is 18% and growing rapidly (1993:6).
Modem youth completing their high school education do not consider rural farming a
'10b" for graduates. They consider the city as the place of employment opportunity and
the acquisition of life's better things. Parents also hope their children will find
employment in the city and thus provide some of the material benefits they themselves
desire (Castle 1966: 18; Hanson and Brembeck 1966:268). As a result, the cities have too
many youth and too few jobs. Nairobi in the 1990s has such population increase-mostly
youth-that government infrastructure is unable to meet the needs of the people. Yet
illiteracy, disease, starvation, and poverty from urban unemployment are not the real
problems. These problems are outward manifestations of inner spiritual needs. Youth
are drawn to the city by an inner magnetic attraction that holds them there in spite of
harsh deprivation and suffering. Muchugu Kiiru stated in Kenya's largest newspaper,

The Daily Nation, that youth "dream that once they are educated or urbanized they will
be transformed" (1994:9).
The issue of discontinuity is in the hearts and attitudes of the people. Most
Africans do not recognize their dilemma and are unable to express openly their inner
confusion. They themselves are torn inside, yet unaware that they have mistakenly
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placed their feet on two paths at the same time. Not discerning their problem,
they cannot correct their error. Ojike predicts, "It will take decades ... to re-educate the
African into holding a proper balance between his culture and that of the West. He has
been terribly miseducated! Until this is done, he will continue to be a toy among the
peoples of the world" (1946:56).
Western education has gradually created a cultural cleavage in the Kikuyu people.
I now present an in-depth study of four areas of Kikuyu life affected by this severance
from traditional education. Four discontinuities are evident-disconnectedness between
the old and new Africa. These discontinuities reflect basic spiritual and moral issues that
Kikuyu people need to recognize in order to resolve their dilemma.
Discontinuity One -

Authority of Elders Versus Authority of Educators

When Kikuyu youth leave their home village to enter school, either a local
residential school or a boarding school miles away, they leave one world to enter another.
Years away from home and the acquisition of Western knowledge increases the
distance between youth and their heritage-tradition, authority, and respect. When youth
return home from boarding school, they may attempt to conform once again to the
authority, tradition, and culture of the village. Back at school the youth once
again revert to the expected lifestyle. As youth mature, their two worlds gradually pull
further and further apart (Shorter 1973:190; Busia 1964:20). The new Western education
produces the "so-called creative individual who is completely removed from his
tradition" (Asante and Asante 1985: 109). Children grow up looking towards a new world
with expectations to acquire things and go places that their parents never dreamed of
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(Kneller 1965:75).
Schreiter succinctly indicates the crux of the matter, "The tradition must have
authority ." He phrases it as, "The tradition must have credibility" (1985: 108).
Traditionally, authority stood in the counsel of village elders. Today authority emanates
from the lips of English-speaking African teachers who disparage traditional stories and
traditional dress and customs. Preferring English, the educators scorn the use of Swahili,
one of the two recognized national languages in Kenya. Years ago it was noted that
students educated in mission schools became arrogant, disrespectful, and dishonest to
their elders. While visiting their homes in the village, they would outwardly display
obeisance. However, back in their school world, their behavior was directly opposite. It
was also noted that students would conform to the routine of worship services at the
mission school, when their real motive was to secure education and knowledge of English
which they envisioned would bring them success in life (Ayandele 1966:292). These
attitudes are increasingly evident in modern youth.
"In the pre-industrial era, the stability of the social organization was maintained by

custom and status .. . " (Hanson and Brembeck 1966:66). As more and more schools
were built, and more and more children left home for longer periods of time, the extended
family system began to break down. It is the same in the city. According to Margaret
Read, "One of the major reasons for the increasing fragmentation of African society in
urban and industrial centers is the abandonment by African parents and elders of all
attempts to train their children on traditional lines" (1955a: 170). Castle pinpoints the
problem when he declares, "Communal values . .. have been replaced by desks, paper,
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and words ... " (1966: 197).
The Daily Nation, Kenya's major newspaper, states that "Education has been
reduced merely to preparing children for examination .... Teachers .. . employ all tricks
of the trade to ensure their pupils score good marks" for the annual Kenya Certificate of
Primary Education (KCPE) which plays the most crucial role in a child's future. "Of
400,000 primary schoolleavers, 45% fail to qualify to enter secondary school." The sad
fact, which the newspaper also relates, is that" there is little evidence that children have
been transformed into better individuals after leaving school" (Daily Nation, 24 January
1995). Student objective is now the simple acquisition of facts . Kenyatta, Kenya's first
president, said long ago, "The aim of education must be the building of character and not
the mere acquisition of knowledge" (1938: 117).
Schools are the central focus of tension produced between generations within the
present culture of Kenya. Youth are exposed to new areas of knowledge through their
modem Western courses, all presented in English. Rural parents and elders, who speak
their own ethnic language and usually know very little English, find that their children no
longer respect and obey them and even dare to question their authority. Youth agree that
their parents and elders may have some knowledge, but that it is irrelevant to today ' s
world (McKinney 1976:68).
Modernization turns society upside down. In the past, wisdom was associated with
the elders. In the modem world young teachers and their students control the sources of
wisdom. Suddenly, the young seize the privilege to interpret to society what it means to
be wise. They become the experts; elders are inferior. The school is the pivotal agent of
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this transformation (Berger, Berger, and Kellner 1973:146).
Discontinuity Two-Communal Reciprocity Versus Hedonistic Materialism
Jesus said the second fundamental commandment is to love your brother as you
love yourself. Africans, including the Kikuyu, have traditionally been masters at
epitomizing community, harmony, respect for one another, making decisions in a
consensus, sharing of property in the immediate and extended family, sharing home and
food with strangers, and voluntarily cooperating to perform their tasks as a group.
Perhaps no other people on earth have understood and practiced community of the family
and extended generosity to strangers as well as African peoples. The strength of the
family bond in preserving relationships and harmony is a general trait among all African
people groups. Oliver observes that communal harmony in contrast to the Western
emphasis on individuality and self-expression has become a major problem in Africa
( 1965:208).
Kenyatta declared, "European education set up freedom of personality as the
highest good" with all the individuality and self-expression that go with it. He perceived
that to Europeans "Individuality is the ideal of life," while for Africans the ideal is to
maintain right relationship with other people (1938: 117 -118). At this point Rodney ' s
assertion seems valid, as he concludes, "The model of personal achievements under
colonialism was really a model for the falling apart ... of African society" (1972:280).
"The school indoctrinated people in values destructive of traditional solidarity and
conducive to capitalist exploitation .... Modem society has given birth to ideologies and
ethical systems of intense individualism" (Berger, Berger, and Kellner 1973: 174, 196).
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For example, an African child is taught from an early age the value of living, working,
and sharing together in the family unit and in the extended family. He or she learns to
share in the work of the home and garden and also to share equally in the harvest,
although it may be meager. Today Western education emphasizes competition in
measuring the test scores of one child with another. The ones who succeed are the
students who pass the Kenya Certificate of Primary Education and who secure the
opportunity to attend secondary schools. The youth who receive the highest scores are
offered the best places in these secondary schools.
This is now the appropriate place to refer back to the story which began this
study-the news article about 19 girls killed and 71 girls raped by boys in a coed
boarding school on the night of July IS, 1991. After referring to the Kenya Standard
newspaper of that date and also July 16 and July 17, I found only surface facts
reported-that the boys at Saint Kizito Secondary School in Meru District had used sticks
and stones to attack the girls in the dormitory. No adequate analysis stating reasons for
the tragedy are disclosed by the newspapers. There were 577 students in the boarding
school-306 boys and 271 girls. It was much later, while reading a new book, that I
discovered Constantine Mwikamba's discussion of reasons behind the incident (Mugambi
1992: 10 1). It appears that the students in the school were dissatisfied over administrative
and teaching failures .
Educational leaders who should be fulfilling their tasks in a responsible manner are
misusing their positions in order to seek their own material and pleasurable goals. This is
true in many schools and is often the cause of strikes by secondary school students.
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Gasibirege observes, "Young people are disillusioned [and] embittered because their
position is hopeless and absurd" (1987 :8). The youth in modern Kenya are pressured by
parents and their own desires to achieve success by passing their final exams, as this is
the doorway to future jobs. When they interpret that a school administrator may be
withholding funds, that a kitchen staff may be siphoning off money allocated for food , or
that teachers are pursuing their own business interests and pleasure rather than preparing
students for exams, then they are upset, embittered, and sometimes angry to the point of
"boiling over."

In this particular instance, the students had reached the boiling point, but the boys
made the first decision to strike. They made the decision as a community in the boys '
donnitory. When they appealed for the girls to join them in the strike, the girls refused.
Argument and pressure would not change the girls ' decision. In retaliation, the boys
broke into the girls' dormitory at 1:00 A.M. on Sunday morning, July 17. They beat the
girls with sticks, hurled stones at them, and raped. Some girls were crushed to death;
others were suffocated in the chaos.
Thus, the tension between traditional values and modern education is evident- a
tension between the traditional value of communal harmony and a desire for personal
material achievement. The irony of the incident is that a modern self-seeking, goaloriented spirit was expressed by the traditional pattern of doing everything in consensus
and community. These youth wanted to succeed by passing their exams so that they can
gain jobs, positions, and material benefits. The expression of this strong desire came as a
totally united decision and action. Mwikamba claims that among youth today, "There is
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a vacuum in the field of morals .... Materialism has become a 'semi-god'" (1992:101).
Discontinuity Three-Supernaturalism Versus Scientific Rationalism
Okolo declares, "The average traditional African is religious to the core of his or
her being." Africans have always believed in a supreme being, but they also believe in
other lesser divinities. They believe in invisible spirits which are invested with
supernatural forces for good or evil. They also believe that their dead ancestors retain
certain powers over them for good or evil (1987:87). "Sanctions of reward and
punishment from the spirits, nature gods and ancestors are strong motivating forces for
the African to be moral" (Okolo 1987:87).
Castle asks the question, "What then is the essence of being African?" He answers
his own question by stating that to be African is to believe:
Man is other men.
Man and his past are one.
Man and his natural world are one-in harmony. (1966: 197)
Traditionally, for an African, all of life is saturated with the supernatural and the power of
the supernatural to control their lives. Tragedies, misfortune, and continued accidents
and illnesses have some spiritual cause behind it, either by evil spirits or a curse from a
living or deceased person. Missionaries emphasized naturalistic causes for events in life,
teaching through courses such as science that all events in life have known causes.
Africans still have a strong supernaturalistic worldview while the missionaries who come
from Europe and America emphasize a naturalistic worldview (Miller 1973:99).
In African thinking, if a person has a problem that he or she cannot explain, has a
series of illnesses or accidents one after another, and senses that his or her life is not
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African doctor for some medicine to cure his or her problem and break the curse. If the
person is a Christian, he or she may attempt to blame some other living person for his or
her problem; and sometimes the devil is given excessive credit for causing the problem.
Christians often devote much time in praying against the devil. Thus, unnecessary,
unhealthy fear of the devil may develop.
For instance, a newborn child develops a serious illness. The African doctor
diagnoses the cause. The child was not given the name of a deceased ancestor who
appeared in a dream, or perhaps some taboo related to newborn children or the mother
was not properly followed. A man dies in an auto accident. Why did he die and not
someone else in the family? It is rationalized that he violated a revered taboo, breaking
relationships in the family bond. A secondary school girl fails an exam. Perhaps she
broke the traditional taboo against fornication by sleeping with another youth at the
boarding
In the naturalistic worldview, all that happens to a person comes from natural
causes. A person has an automobile accident because he or she was exceeding the speed
limit or was struck by a drunken driver. A person develops food poisoning because he or
she ate spoiled or inadequately cooked food. Someone dies because medicine could not
cure his or her illness, or an effective medicine was not administered.
It was at the point of tragedy that witchcraft entered into traditional African life. A
witch was an evil person, someone with power to bring a curse upon another person. A

,

traditional doctor was considered a good person, someone with power to diagnose the
cause of a problem and recommend a remedy to cure a person of some malady or series
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of bad events. In the past "Misfortunes were overwhelming, inexplicable, irrational, and
attributed to witchcraft. ... In traditional African societies misfortune is linked with sin,
impiety, and the breaking of taboos. Putting the blame on a witch is a method of
exculpation" (Shorter 1973:139-140). Shorter explains that in traditional African thought
there is no personal devil, so the modern equivalent to a witch is the devil. The devil
now becomes the personification of evil (1973: 131, 138). In modern Christian circles it
is no longer necessary to determine who may be a witch, but there is much time spent in
casting out the devil and taking authority over the devil in the name of Jesus. Strayer
calls this a "shifting of religious allegiance within the structure of already familiar
categories" (1978:83).
Even the source of what is true differs in the supernaturalistic worldview as
contrasted with the naturalistic worldview . In the supernaturalistic worldview, wisdom
may be derived through dreams, visions, and contact with dead ancestors. In the
naturalistic worldview, wisdom comes through known facts that have been empirically
verified by scientific methods (Miller 1973: 103). The Old and New Testaments affirm
that God did indeed reveal Himself at times through dreams and visions. This pattern is
seen from Genesis to Revelation. Why then does a missionary arrive in Africa, claiming
supernatural approval for his teaching and directions, yet establishing schools that
emphasize a distinctly secular point of view? (Miller 1973: 107).
Neill reveals the foundation of what has produced this modern dilemma:
Civilization was unavoidably destructive of much in native life. Every contact with
the white man tended to disrupt the intimate and close-knit fabric of tribal life, . . .
Any teaching of Western science .. . disturbs convictions as to the nature of the
world and of human life with which the African had grown up . The West has
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created a vacuum in the African soul; African society would be in danger of
disintegration, unless some new centre could be found around which it could be
reconstructed .... [there is] no other possibility except Christianity. (1966:332)
A strong belief in the power of spirits to control a person's life and destiny persists
strongly in the lives of even educated Africans. For the Christian, it is a strong belief in
Satan and his demons. For the non-Christian, it is a strong belief in the power of
witchcraft. Some close friend or family member has been offended and has become my
enemy. This is just as true in the sophisticated urban environment, among educated men

and women in business, as it is among the non-literate unbelievers who still reside in
rural areas. "Belief in magic, in the efficacy of aboriginal medicines, and in divination,
is, indeed, one of the most persistent and widely retained traditions in the African urban
scene" (Herskovits 1962:295; Tembu 1995).
What I am indicating here is that as Western education continues to inculcate the
laws of causation, Africans will hover between their traditional world of spirits and the
modern world of science. The tension will increase. Unless the new generation places its
faith in a sovereign God, they will bow down to the god of secular humanism. Hallett
stated twenty years ago, "Belief in the existence of ... evil spirits will linger on for a long
time, but it seems reasonable to assume that they will eventually disappear in Africa even
as they have done in Europe" (1974:721). If that belief disappears, what will take its
place? Will Kenyans become secular materialists as much of Western society is today?
The only viable alternative is to transfer their belief in unknown chaotic spirits to a belief
in a known God who is consistent and trustworthy.
Kikuyu leaders who believe and understand much of spiritual forces (and how
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greatly spiritual forces affect personal and group behavior) must reconcile their beliefs
with the modem Western emphasis on science, naturalistic causes, medical science, and
the secular spirit which are permeating every aspect of Western culture. Christian leaders
should strive for a balance in their understanding of the reality and power of spiritual
forces . They can teach believers not to cast blame for every willful personal sin upon the
devil or some supposed enemy. At the same time, they can help Kenyans to understand
that God is still able to reveal Himself through dreams, visions, prophecies, and other
means as long as such revelations concur with known biblical revelation.
Discontinuity Four-Hope in Labor Versus Hope in Education
The Kikuyu people have been hard working agriculturalists for centuries. They
have not only fed themselves, but they have supplied food in trade with other groups.
Modern Western culture brought Western education. It also introduced political offices,
medical facilities, and factories with tools, machines, production lines, clerks, and
managers. The urban scene brought an increase of people moving from place to place
with subsequent loss of former close identity with the rural family. In the city people see
so many different kinds of jobs and levels of wealth that they begin to envision better
employment, more material goods for themselves, new forms of pleasure, and a sense of
future progress (Berger, Berger, and Kellner 1973:9, 103, 132, 142). Thus, modern
Western culture has affected the Kikuyu as well as all other peoples of Kenya. Now the
vision is one of becoming better. "Superiority is, of course, rooted in the idea of progress
... [although] progress cannot be empirically verified" (Berger, Berger, and Kellner
1973:3).
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With the coming of the missionary to the village, a whole new motivation of life
was introduced. The technology introduced by Western forces also brought with it the
city, nation building, and interaction with all the other countries of the world (Hanson and
Brembeck 1966:65). The missionary began with a small school and produced a people
who learned not only the 26 letters of the English alphabet, but they also learned about a
new world, full of strange and wonder-producing objects and events. In learning about
this wonderful new world, youth have gradually acquired a contempt for farming and
manual labor (Ayandele 1966:296). As the colonial rulers, traders, and settlers came to
Nairobi, the Kikuyu learned about a totally new Western culture. When jobs for school
graduates were available in European businesses, the concept developed that education
was the path for entry into the modern labor market. The school became a symbol, like
"a river which taps the aspirations of all Africans to material well-being and social
position" (Gasibirege 1987:27).
Thus, education-and particularly the European form of education and the
European curricula-was like a key in the minds of the people. As a result, the young
people decided that there was no hope for future progress in agricultural production.
Farm work lost its attraction. Even the girls, who followed the boys into school life a
little later, looked at their future lives and said to themselves, There is no hope for me in

just staying in the village, becoming a childbearing wife, carrying burdens, and growing
old. My hope is in education. In the Daily Nation, an editorial commented, "Ever since
independence, education has been something of a sacred cow to Kenyans, perceived by
most parents as the key to success for their children, and by governments as the route to
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economic improvement" (19 December 1993).
What does a young person do when he or she graduates from primary school with a
Certificate of Primary Education? The young student travels to the city, seeking
employment and residing with a city relative or friend until securing a job. For many
years this has been the typical pattern of schoolleavers. Go to the city for work!
What does the big capital city have to offer? Since its railway station beginning in
1899, Nairobi has mushroomed to an estimated population of three million. Travel to,
within, or from the city-by foot, car, or public transport-is to travel in a modern urban
jungle. "This is the dilemma of African education. . a growing mass of disillusioned,
unproductive, uprooted school children, flocking to the cities where they join the ranks of
the unemployed" (Hanson and Brembeck 1966:268).
Education has become the hope of Africa-a hope of achieving a higher standard of
living. When sub-Saharan African countries were gaining independence, they viewed
education as the chief medium for progress (Burns 1965: 1). Because Kenya 'S
educational system is Western in structure, it elevates literacy and continually promotes
news of Western "progress" in material achievements. Since Kenya had no documented
history in the early years of education, the curricula contained only European history.
The language of education in Kenya has become almost entirely English, especially in the
cities. The new generation has no desire to look backward. The past they have learned to
disdain has no place in the future they envision, a future based entirely on Western
culture.
"Why is the African 'image' of farming so poor and its status so low? Why do
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parents and teachers push children up the educational ladder in order to avoid farming
rather than to prepare for it? . .. Farming is not regarded as 'ajob'; one gets 'ajob ' in
offices and towns" (Castle 1966: 144). Castle blames the European culture, stating,
"These young people .. . have seldom seen a white man with any implement other than a
fountain pen or tennis racket in his hand" (1966:144). This is a big problem, since
improvement of agricultural production "is undoubtedly the main source of wealth in
East Africa" (Castle 1966: 17).
Missionaries tried to improve African skills by introducing courses in carpentry,
masonry, and other handicrafts (Ayandele 1966:297). When the British occupied
colonial Tanzania, they invested large sums to build a special agricultural school. It
failed "because of protest by students and the population of the region" (Rodney
1972:298). Africans themselves fought against such schools, feeling that they were being
cheated out of the modern Western education they desired. They believed they were
being offered something inferior in its place, something that would only produce better
laborers. In Kenya at the time of independence in 1962 "The Kenya Education
Commission recommended the withdrawal of agriculture as a separate and distinct
subject. On the trade-training side, the practical examination was abandoned" (Ogot
1976a: 159).
Donald Burns tells a true story which so well exemplifies the tension of the
traditional and the modern in Africa. It is the experience of a junior high school principal
in Tanzania.
I became head of a new middle school in 1958, a well-organized school enjoying
good relations with the local people of the community. We had meetings with the
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local people and the community. We had meetings for sports and games, village
cleanliness committees, a volunteer's campaign and all these bodies work very
successfully. Before the end of the year, just a day before the school was due to sit
for terminal examinations, the old mother of the village headman died. It was about
9:00 p.m. when I was given a letter saying that at least ten boys were needed to go
about eight miles away to inform relatives of the death (my school was a boarding
school) and that on the next day (the day of the examination) there should be no
school so that all boys could help with the activities at the headman 's house.
I told the messenger that I would not allow the boys to go so far away at
night but I would ask the staff to allow the boys to help with the activities on the
morrow and this we did.
I was called to the village elders and was asked why I had rejected the
headman ' s instructions. The elders were very angry with me but I took it very
slowly and politely and tried to explain the responsibility which we have taken
from parents for their children when they are at school and also that our work was
planned to finish at a certain time of the year. One by one these old men were
convinced by my words. (1965: 8-9)
Now more than thirty years later in modern Kenya, the day of examinations is still
the most important day of the year for students-a day that determines pass or fail for the
student's work for the entire year. For the elders, tradition demands that every relative
and villager be present at a funeral to honor the dead. In the preceding story this
predicament presented quite a challenge to the principal, but modern education won.
Summary
In this chapter I described the results of the stormy aftermath as waves of intruders

overwhelmed the Kikuyu Hinterland of Kenya. Each new intruder influenced the people,
gradually eroding the structure of community life and character of the people.
Missionaries with their message of Christian faith established small schools and
churches, patiently working to win over Kikuyu resistance to their new ways. Gradually,
the Kikuyu accepted the new Western ideas. Youth began to seek education more than
anything else, viewing literacy as a passport to success. At the same time the old,
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familiar way of life began to die as youth viewed their oral tradition as an enemy to the
Gospel and Western ways.
Today Kikuyu youth are disillusioned by their failure to realize the success they
expected to find after school graduation. They are confused and culturally tom apart by
discontinuities between the old and new Africa. In this chapter I discussed four areas of
disparities as follows : (1) discontinuity between the authority of village elders and the
authority of school educators; (2) discontinuity between responsibility to community and
self-realization; (3) discontinuity between the supernatural and secular humanism; and (4)
discontinuity between hope in labor and hope in education.
In the next chapter I seek to answer the question: How can the church help to

restore Kikuyu identity and to reclaim and utilize a vast treasure of African traditional
literature?

Chapter 8
Hope for a New Horizon-Recovering Kikuyu Dignity
"All the wisdom of the tribe is in the tales, and [in them we find] the foundation of
all morality" (Smith 1946: 168). This observant statement was written by Edwin W.
Smith, a perspicacious British missionary who ministered in Central Africa for many
years. He was convinced that elements of African indigenous education need to be
preserved. Whereas the West emphasizes materialism, a relationship to things, Africa's
heritage emphasizes personhood and a relationship to others (Oldham and Gibson
1931 :51 , 56). While Smith would not deny Africans the opportunity to pursue Western
knowledge, he recognized the fallacy incurred when Africans abandon their traditional
moral heritage for the lure of Western education and technology. Africans can recover
their cultural heritage when they realize their own uniqueness in God's plan. After all,
the gospel was not meant to destroy heritage, but to transform and enrich it.
To equate evangelism with Western lifestyle was a distortion of the Christian faith .
How can the church help to restore Kikuyu identity? As discussed earlier, the great need
is not to go back to restoring the previous customs. No Kikuyu wants to go back. All
look to the present and to the future for their livelihood. "The clock of cultural change
cannot be turned backwards," quipped Herskovits (1962:223). The need is to restore the
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dignity of the Kikuyu people.

Mugambi affirms the necessity of restoring self-respect and dignity as human
beings. He writes, "Africans have been led to despise their own social heritage and to
praise Euro-American norms of life and thought" (1989b:186). Asante and Asante agree,
"While a wholesale revival of the past is unrealistic and unacceptable . .. a total rejection
of the African heritage will leave African societies in a vacuum that can only be filled
with confusion, loss of identity, and a total break in intergenerational communication"
(1985: 121).
Okolo asks the question, "Which cultural values has the traditional African to
abandon in the encounter with Christianity? Which ones are in accord?" (1987:81).
Some old practices are acceptable and need only slight modification. New symbols and
rituals can be substituted for certain other practices. Some old practices must be rejected
altogether. Who is to make these decisions? This process is accomplished by the mature
Christians living in their own culture. The Kikuyu themselves must select what is good
from past tradition, merging it with contemporary Western values (Mugambi 1989b:184).
Williams states, "The ideal blend will retain the best of the old culture ... [and be]
enriched and enlarged by contributions from our own" (1935:6).
I now propose suggestions for recovery from the modern dilemma. I recommend
three constructive actions for the Kikuyu people. First, acknowledge that the Kikuyu
heritage is worthy. Second, preserve the rich treasure of aesthetic skills. Third, promote
moral values through preaching and teaching.
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Acknowledge That the Kikuyu Heritage Is Worthy
An effective way to restore identity is to create a better understanding of Kikuyu

roots, instilling belief in the significant values of Kikuyu traditional culture. I am not
advocating restoration of all traditional culture. I am advocating restoration of
confidence in the worthy elements of the past. Once a change of attitude and belief is

effected, the desire to restore valuable elements of past culture will be achieved with
eagerness and joy.
In what ways is the Kikuyu heritage worthy to be esteemed? The Kikuyu past

should be esteemed because Kikuyu ideals are similar to Jesus' ideals. As I have
demonstrated in this research, Kikuyu tradition contained distinct moral values. Not only
were these values commendable, but they compare to biblical precepts taught by Jesus in
the Sennon on the Mount.
Kikuyu oral literature should be esteemed because it gave priority to character
training. Christian education has a dual purpose. First, it must shape character so that
students become true children of God. Second, it must impart skills for functioning in
our modem world-skills such as reading, writing, and arithmetic (Oldham and Gibson
1931 :22). K. A. Busia, a distinguished African sociologist, argues that the primary
purpose of education is concerned with what sort of persons people become (1964: 16).
In order to restore valuable elements of Kikuyu heritage, one must recognize and agree

with this primary purpose of education-the shaping of character. E. B. Castle, who
taught in Uganda at Makerere University for several years, said, "To nurture qualities of
mind and character that are capable of guiding and controlling the technological
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revolution is as much the function of our schools as the production of the technologists
and technicians that make it possible" (1966: 107).
Kikuyu traditional education was essentially a preparation for living in community,
preservation of the group, and participating in production of food. Elders taught not only
manners and character ideals, but they also inculcated skills. Traditional education has
been replaced by desks and paper and exams. The wisdom and authority of elders has
been replaced by teachers and score sheets. The tradition no longer has authority.
Kenyans no longer believe in their tradition. They throw it away as useless (Castle
1966: 197; Schreiter 1985: 108). Castle reasons, "The content of education has changed
and must change. But the concept of the purpose of education need not change"
(1 966: 197). If Africans are to preserve the rich values of their cultural heritage and
restore their dignity, they must recognize the intrinsic worth of their culture-the unseen
values. Castle calls it "the necessity of the useless" (1966: 195). The Bible calls it the
eternal. "So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen
is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal" (2 Corinthians 4:18).
Preserve the Rich Treasure of Aesthetic Skills
When a message is delivered by the printed word, it has a single dimension. When
a message is delivered orally and dramatically, it has many dimensions (Dorson
1972:74). In the past the oral artist exercised every muscle of face and body and every
dimension of voice and emotion. The storyteller utilized such forms as drama, dialogue,
variations in tone and volume and rhythm, exaggeration and humor, ideophones, audience
participation, antiphonal songs, and dance (Finnegan 1970:379-384; Klem 1982:117-
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151). "A number of African languages have twenty, thirty, or even forty ideophones just
to illustrate different kinds of walking," says Finnegan. Examples of Zan de ideophones
are digbidigbi (slushy), guzuguzu (sweet smelling), gangbugangbu (listlessly),

degeredegere (swaggeringly), and gbaraga-gbaraga (quarrelsomely) (Finnegan 1970:72).
As young people study in schools today, they are missing all the wonderful creative
drama of their oral culture. Read concludes that schools in Africa today make no place
for aesthetic activities which have a deep emotional content for African peoples (Read
1955a: 172). She suggests that modern educators add to the curriculum traditional artistic
activities such as music, dancing, narratives, carving, and painting.
Including the art of drama and storytelling in the curriculum can be a challenge,
since "The storytellers live and act the tales rather than just telling them. No written
version

could hope to reproduce the real atmosphere of the actual narration"

(Finnegan 1970:383). How are these to be recovered and retained unless a concerted
effort is made to understand the value of creativity? And then an effort must be made to
maintain this creative oral artistry as a course in the church and school. Truth can be
communicated best when it is communicated with artistry.
Castle suggested a school curriculum which builds the following values:
1. A sense of community, cooperation, and responsibility.
2. Cultivation of skills in art, music, writing, speech, and drama.
3. Respect for the natural created environment-the plants, animals, etc.
4. Nurture of creative imagination.
5. Respect for the aged and reverence for life (1966: 198-201).
Griffith has observed how Africans work so well together in groups, and their love
for music and drama. He therefore suggests that all Christian teachers in Africa should
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emphasize group projects whenever possible. By assigning a group to work together on a
project, teachers build cooperative skills (1985 :252). Teachers develop creative and
leadership skills when a group can produce by assisting one another and learning from
each other. I directed 25 students at East Africa School of Theology (EAST) in Nairobi
from 1984-1988 in child evangelism outreach to primary schools and churches. I divided
the EAST students into groups, each group working with a different age level. I also
rotated the position of leaders for each group. Students learned many interpersonal skills
and became more confident by achieving an objective through team effort.
The new generation must recognize that not all good things are found in books.
Jesus Himself conducted his educational program for three years mainly through oral
means. The skill of reading is a marvelous innovation among African peoples, but they
have been dazzled to the point of exalting literacy and losing sight of their own rich
interpersonal skills. Usually these skills are not learned from books; they are passed from
person to person. A specific effort should be made to incorporate traditional African arts
of all kinds in the school curriculum with specific achievement aims and awards.
The teaching methodology of Kikuyu oral literature was informal, personal and
communal, practical, and often full of fun . The methodology of current education
employs schools, chalk, desks, and books, but it should incorporate many of the excellent
traditional methodologies. Along with their foreign message, missionaries also
introduced a foreign method to the Kikuyu. The Western method of Christian teaching
communicates better in another culture if teachers know and accommodate to the
distinctive teaching methods in that culture.

231
What is distinctive in the Kikuyu teaching methodology? Griffith affirms that
traditional education in Africa was character-centered, practical, informal, experienceoriented, and conducted in a group, utilizing music, dance, and drama (1985:248-250). If
Christian leaders incorporate any of these methods in their teaching, they can mediate a
healthy respect for the past. The new generation must discard the misconception that all
old things are bad, and all new things are good. They can recognize that change in itself
is not moral, as change has to be judged on its own merits.
New curricular materials for the Kenya schools present oral literature as a subject to
be studied much as one would study history. Oral literature is given a small space, being
regarded as social history of the past non-literature culture of their ancestors. A few
examples of traditional stories, poems, and proverbs are included; but the textbook
authors fail to attribute any importance to the creative art form nor the rich moral content
oftheir literature (cf. Kamlongera and Mwanza 1993; Masinjila and Okombo 1994;
Akivaga and Odaga 1992; Nandwa and Bukenya 1983). Thus, the Kenyan student
perceives traditional stories as old-fashioned, antiquated, and irrelevant.
Kikuyu oral literature should be esteemed because cultures of both the Old and
New Testament periods reflect an emphasis on teaching by oral media. God chose to
express biblical truth by using history, drama, dialogue, fantasy stories, true-to-life
fictional stories (parables), proverbs, metaphors, poems, song, dance, and riddles.
For example, the Bible uses proverbs. The book of Proverbs in the Old Testament
contains 31 chapters devoted to teaching wisdom. Callaway thinks that the Old
Testament proverbs were used in Jewish courts in Old Testament times, just as the
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Kikuyu used proverbs in their judicial proceedings (1984:346). The form of biblical
proverbs is quite similar to Kikuyu form. The Kikuyu depicted a truth by clothing it with
an everyday event. The Bible does the same. However, Kikuyu proverbs are often
obscure and difficult to discern by a person who has not experienced that event within the
Kikuyu context. Biblical proverbs usually follow a pattern of repeating a truth twice in
one verse, using slightly different words in the second half of the verse. Bible proverbs
and Kikuyu proverbs often address similar themes-sexual fidelity, honesty, hard work,
forgiveness, etc .
Olson reveals that the New Testament writers quoted from Proverbs on 14
occasions. When Jesus was inculcating humility in Luke 14:7-11, he quotes almost
directly from a passage in Proverbs 25:6-7 (1981:27).
What about fictional narratives and parables in the Bible? More than 250 parables
are found in the Bible. From Nathan's story of the ewe lamb (2 Samuel 12) to the book
of Revelation, the Bible is replete with parables and parabolic language. Eighteen books
of the Old Testament contain parables, often in the form of a vision given by God to a
prophet. The entire book of Song of Solomon is a parable (Lockyer 1963). Parables
constituted a major part of Jesus' teaching. These fictional narratives dealt with everyday
life problems, constituting true-to-life accounts with astute spiritual lessons. Jeremias
affirms that 41 parables appear in the synoptic gospels (Jeremias 1971:30).
Many African stories are fictional accounts with true-to-life characters and
dialogue. They are identical to the parable type of stories that Jesus used in his teaching
ministry. In many of the African narratives characters are not given names. "They
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appear just as 'a certain woman,' 'a chief,' 'a small boy,' 'a hunter,' 'two twins ,' and so
on" (Finnegan 1970:361). Jesus used a similar style in the story of the Good Samaritan,
introducing the parable with "A man ... " (Luke 10:30). In the Parable of the Lost Son
(Luke 15: 11-31) Jesus began, "There was a man who had two sons." Thus , the form of
Jesus' parables is similar to African true-to-life narratives.
The Bible frequently employs poetry and song. Much of the Old Testament is
poetic in form, particularly the Psalms. Other books contain poetry as well. Gilliland
indicates that the prophet Amos used poetic imagery (1989:43). Amos cried out, "They
trample on the heads of the poor, as upon the dust of the ground" (2:7). God gave him a
vision of a plumb line and a basket of ripe fruit to convey truth to Israel. Much of the Old
Testament poetry was sung or chanted. Although all the artistry of Hebrew poetry cannot
be perceived when it is translated into another language, it is obvious that the use of
poetry and music to express truth was honored in Israel. Regarding the New Testament,
Klem quotes Jeremias who says, "The Gospels are unique when compared with the work
of contemporary rabbis for their consistent use of poetic rhyme, rhythm, parallelism,
parables, and a considerable number of riddles" (Jeremias 1971 :29-35).
Dancing is another biblical form of expression. An improper form of dancing
exalts the flesh, leading to temptation. An example is the time the Israelites fell away
from God in the wilderness and began an idolatrous feast with lewd dancing (Exodus
32: 19). Another example is the time the wicked daughter of Herod danced for her father
(Matthew 14:6). The approved form of dancing is one that exalts God and displays
heavenly joy. David is the prime example of this. He danced before the Lord (2 Samuel
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6: 14). Psalms confirms God's pleasure in spiritual dancing. "Praise his name in the
dance" (Psalm 149:3). "Praise him with the timbrel and dance" (Psalm 150:4). "He
turned my mourning into dancing" (Psalm 30: 11). The Kikuyu people in Kenya are not
ashamed to dance before the Lord in a communal fashion.
Kikuyu culture gave emphasis to a person' s name and his or her reputation. In the
Bible the use of names for their meaning is a frequent pattern. Consider some of the
names given to Christ-Jesus, Immanuel, Prince of Peace, Wonderful Counselor, Branch
of David, and Lamb of God. Certainly, church leaders need to build upon this African
tradition by emphasizing the importance of a good name and explaining the meaning of
Bible names such as Daniel (God is my judge), Michael (Who is like God?), Isaac (One
laughs), and Jacob (He clutches).
Are riddles in the Bible? Jeremias states that Jesus used a riddle form at least 13
times in his teaching. An example is Christ's reference to one who is the greatest of
those born of woman and yet the least in the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 11 : 11). The
teachers of that time did not commonly use riddles, but Jesus did not hesitate to use a
teaching method that would attract his hearers to communicate truth (Jeremias 1971 :30).
Riddles are not so common as proverbs and parables in the Bible, but they are an
acceptable form of communication. In Ezekiel 17, God instructs the prophet to address
the people in the form of a riddle. In Judges 14, Samson employs a riddle, attempting to
stump the wicked Philistines.
Promote Moral Values in Preaching and Teaching

In this section I offer practical suggestions for Christian leaders to incorporate
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moral values in their teaching and preaching ministry. Each suggestion is listed
separatel y.
Teach Values Topically. Not Historically
Research has demonstrated that the modern Kikuyu generation looks upon their
oral literature as an example of past history performed by illiterate ancestors. They do
not respect it as a subject and lament the time they must spend in school studying the
subject. Educational leaders in Kenya have tried to restore African heritage by teaching
the subject first as oral literature and more recently by incorporating it as part of the
religious education program. A new book, The African Religious Heritage (1976), was
produced by Mugambi and Kirima for Kenyan secondary schools. It attempts to restore
African identity by teaching core values of African traditional religion. In ten chapters
they set forth traditional East African beliefs. Some of the chapter titles are: "Myths of
Origin," "The Spirits and Ancestors," and "Man and Magic." While the authors agree
that they do not advocate a return to the past, they affirm the past and adapt the past to
relevant and meaningful Christian living today. They agree that Christianity cannot be
compromised, yet they believe that readers need to decide which traditional values and
customs can be embraced by a Christian, so that Christians can "live their faith in an
African way" (1976:vii-xii).
While I applaud the author's attempt to restore dignity in knowledge of the African
past, I recommend that this can be better achieved by teaching the core values of African
traditional literature. Universal moral values never grow old. By relating these values to
the new generation, the older generation performs a rich service in strengthening their
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culture.
What are the notable moral values of the Kikuyu past? Mugambi (1989b) speaks
of the "sense of the reality of the transcendent" as a resilient value of the Kenyan culture,
listing others as:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

God and community are above individual interests.
Service and human relations are above profit.
Leadership is associated with elderhood, not professional training.
Leadership is a lifelong responsibility.
A consensus is more important than time, even if several meetings are
required.
Community cooperates in order to ensure survival of the majority.
Corporate social identity is valued, not individual self-esteem.
Concern for those in need is integral in African life (1989b: 117, 131-138).

Monica Wilson (1951) delineated five values that are stressed in the rearing of
children among the Nyakusa in Tanzania. She lists and explains good company, dignity,
display, decency, and wisdom. According to Erny, the moral values inherent in African
culture are generosity, group participation, courtesy in greetings and hospitality, emphasis
on being more than having, and self-control in emotions and words .
I suggest teaching African religious heritage by emphasizing specific core values
that are basic in the African culture. For example, the sense of community and unity is of
supreme importance among traditional Africans . First, introduce this value as a topical
subject. Explain its meaning and affirm its validity by quoting relevant biblical passages.
In this case read and explain scriptures emphasizing unity, cooperation, and
encouragement of one another. Now demonstrate with a particular traditional narrative
that teaches unity and cooperation. Add one or two proverbs that teach community. In
summary, teach the subject from a topical perspective, emphasizing first that these are
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biblical ideals, and then demonstrating the ideal from tradition. In this way we can hope
to encourage youth to examine oral literature, thus developing a greater respect for the
wisdom of their ancestors.
'
T abl e 4 S upreme M oral Val ues 0 f the Afncan
PersonarIty
ZAHAN (1970)

CAGNOLO (1933)

BuJO (1990)

MOTLHABI (1987)

BOTTIGNOLE

(1984)
FIDELITY
HOSPITALITY

HOSPITALITY

HOSPITALITY

NEIGHBORLINESS ;

FRIENDLINESS

KINDNESS;
GENTLENESS
RIGHT AND

SENSE OF JUSTICE

GENEROUS WAY
OF ACTING
TOW ARD ONE'S
FELLOWS
LOVE AND

COMMUNITY ;

RESPECT FOR

HARMONY IN

RESPECT FOR

FAMILY-

ELDERS

INTERPERSONAL

RELATIVES AND

ORIENTED;

RELATIONS;

TRADITIONS

RESPECTFUL OF

COOPERA TION

HARMONY

ELDERLY
MODESTY

RESPECT FOR

SURROUNDING

SEXUAL ROLES

RELATIONS
BETWEEN THE
SEXES
UNSELFISHNESS

COMMUNITY

RESPECT OF
OTHERS

AND SELFSACRIFICE
MASTERY OF SELF
RESPECT FOR LIFE

HONESTY

Professor Mugambi of the University of Nairobi has been emphasizing the need for
Kenyans to study their heritage. He emphasizes the African religious heritage and states
that a major core value of the African's past was a "view of life as essentially religious,"
meaning a sense of dependency upon a higher power (1976:xii). Mugambi is a pioneer in
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Kenya in the attempt to restore African identity. Indeed, to Mugambi, education is
defined as the process of character formation and "Good character was that which would
promote harmony among the members of the community" (1989a: 105-107).
lllustrate and Dramatize Proverbs
A systematic study of Kikuyu proverbs is essential before utilizing them in the
teaching and preaching ministry. Proper use of proverbs requires understanding of the
context. In order to communicate with a proverb to the modern generation, the leader
may need to give a brief and unpatronizing explanation of the context itself. Lusweti,
who wrote A Handbook of Oral Literature for Schools (1984), suggests that a teacher
prepare a list of perhaps five proverbs for students. Then, the students are instructed to
explain the meaning of each proverb with a comparable situation in which it could be
used (1984:53). He also suggests an assignment in which students collect as many
proverbs as possible from the community of elders and be prepared to explain the
meaning of each to the class.

In 1969, I observed a young American missionary in Malawi. This man did not
master the Chichewa language, but he had managed to acquire knowledge of several
proverbs. On more than one occasion I saw him capture and hold an audience' s attention.
As he began to preach, he quoted a Chichewa proverb. Then he laughed, paused, and
repeated the proverb, pausing, and laughing again. All eyes were focused on the
missionary speaker as he continued his message in English, following the theme of the
proverb.
Olson, a missionary for 17 years among the Arimi people of Tanzania, contends
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that the use of proverbs by the African Church is a neglected treasure. Many African
proverbs, he claims, are suitable for use in teaching and preaching. He emphasizes,
however, that one must clearly understand the context before using a proverb. Olson has
found some identical proverbs, appearing in several African languages. One of these is:
Caa gimwe gitigunighaa nda (Girimi).
Kaara kamwe galingiyuragira ndaa (Kikuyu).
Kidole kimoja hakivunji chawa (Swahili).
Kipare kimwe tekikoma nta (Kipare).
One finger cannot kill a louse (English) (1981 :26-29).
A preacher or teacher could quote the same proverb in several languages to a multilingual
audience, thus intensifying the meaning. Africans are intrigued by the use of language;
and a truth proclaimed in several familiar languages captivates the listeners and
punctuates its validity.
Numerous Kikuyu proverbs reaffirm Christian truth. Therefore, a preacher or
teacher can state the biblical verse and message first, followed by a familiar proverb to
enliven the truth through the experience of listeners. Indigenous proverbs accomplish
this because they relate to real life experiences of the hearers and recall memories with
emotional impact. Olson suggests, "The judicious use of traditional proverbs can make
even the most prosaic subject stimulating and unforgettable" (1981 :35). He adds, "There
are no secular proverbs which can be contrasted with religious ones; everything on earth
serves the purposes of God and is potentially holy" (1981 :30).
Frances Randall, a Roman Catholic nun, lectured on African proverbs at Kenyatta
University in Nairobi. Her students were amazed and happy to discover that many
traditional African proverbs, when compared with the Bible, parallel the truths of God's
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Word. She and her students prepared posters, listing many of the parallels. Each poster
correlated a biblical truth with a parallel African proverb and a drawing depicting that
truth. The posters made traditional values a reality for the students. One of the students,

upon discovering another parallel truth, shouted, "It's all here. Christianity is all here"
(1976:41).
One poster, for example, displayed the picture of a large broken pot. In English
was written, "What does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and loses his soul"
(Luke 9:25). In Swahili was written, "There are some things like earthen pots which if
broken cannot be repaired." A second poster showed an African harvest with the English,
"As you sow, so shall you reap" (Galatians 6:7). The Swahili observed, "Good seed is
known at the harvest." A third poster showed a bell and its tongue. The English words
declared, "Without me you can do nothing" (John 15:5). The Swahili explained, "A bell
needs its tongue."
Sybertz and Healey, two Maryknoll missionaries in Tanzania, composed a booklet
of Sukuma proverbs (1984:70). They suggested the following form for teaching the
proverbs:
(1) They state a spiritual theme.
(2) The Sukuma proverb is written.
(3) The Swahili translation is given.
(4) They show a comparable proverb in Swahili with the same meaning.
(5) They explain the proverb, giving the context of the situation.
(6) They present a biblical parallel, either in truth or event.
(7) They present a suggestion for using the proverb in religious education.
Everhard Mloka, a student at East Africa School of Theology, suggests that
proverbs can be used by Sunday school teachers and pastors. The leader needs to explain
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the context of the proverb. stating the scriptural reference which correlates to the proverb.
Mloka gives the example of a Kikuyu proverb which says, Miigathi wa kuona iiteaga wa
mwene. It translates, "A necklace you find on the wayside can make you lose your own."
Mloka explains,
A necklace found on the wayside is a strange thing. One should not be attracted to
wayside things to the extent of despising his own. Some societies have lost their
cultures and have adopted foreign cultures because they thought the foreign
cultures are better than theirs. Some husbands have divorced their wives after
meeting with street ladies who seemed to be more beautiful than their wives at
horne. So the proverb warns, "Be careful with the things that corne across you in
the course of your life, lest they cause you to forsake your traditional ones."
Proverbs 5: 18,20 says, "May your fountain be blessed, and may you rejoice in the
wife of your youth. Why be captivated, my son, by the adulteress? Why embrace
the bosom of another man's wife?" (March 3, 1992)
Teach and Preach with Fictional Narratives
Fictional narratives and stories with animals talking are enjoyed mostly by small
children. However, in Africa as well as the United States, such stories are also enjoyed
by adults. Storytelling teaches truths in a manner that direct words cannot, both for
children and adults.

In 1992 I was invited to Kajiado, Kenya, to conduct a seminar for the promotion of
Sunday school teaching. Kajiado is inhabited by the Maasai people, and many
Assemblies of God churches have been established in the area. Robert and Murriell
McCulley, Assemblies of God missionaries, work among the Maasai. They published a
story book correlating traditional Maasai fables with biblical stories, presenting similar
truths. I worked with Murriell McCulley for several days, introducing this book to the
Maasai pastors attending the seminar. I taught them how to inculcate biblical truths by
teaching the positive values of their own narratives along with biblical stories. They
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readily accepted this form of teaching.
In the last century, the Maasai people were strongly resistant to Arab slave traders.

They defended their territory with prowess and spears. In this century they continued to
resist changes in their culture by opposing missionaries and the gospel message. They
are a strong, courageous, and honest people who are proud of their own culture.
However, in God' s own time, God brought many of these people to repentance.
Believers and churches have been established among these people. During the latter half
of this century an increasing number of Maasai have been coming to Christ. While
conducting the seminar, I discovered that these Maasai people are not ashamed of their
cultural past. They were willing to engage in self-examination to select the best elements
of their culture. They willingly agreed to utilize the best features of their
culture-traditional stories and proverbs which parallel biblical truths. Although resistant
for so many years to outside interference with their lifestyle, the Maasai are surprisingly
receptive today, especially in spiritual renewal. Their readiness to develop a strong
contextual church surpasses other groups.
Some traditional stories are no longer relevant because modern Africans can no
longer identify with the story characters and setting of bygone years. Recovering heritage
requires modernization of old themes. Educators should attempt to retain the creativity
and artistic fOnTIS in which the stories were told. Then, a retelling of the story in new

modem cultural experiences via the medium of traditional artistic forms retains the
essence of their oral heritage. An example of this adaptation of African stories is the
creative writing of Joel Chandler Harris in the last century. Harris compiled a book titled
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Uncle Remus: His Songs and His Sayings (1880), and his modernized story titles reflect
this creativity as follows:
Uncle Remus Initiates the Little Boy
Why Mr. Possum Loves Peace
How Mr. Rabbit Was Too Sharp for Mr. Fox
Miss Cow Falls a Victim to Mr. Rabbit
Mr. Fox Tackles Old Man Tarrypin
Mr. Fox Goes A-hunting, but Mr. Rabbit Bags the Game
Mr. Rabbit Nibbles Up the Butter
How Mr. Rabbit Lost His Fine Bushy Tail. (1880: xix)
Thus, a story can be adapted by changing the title and setting to reflect modern
culture, relevant to a generation that attends Western schools, rides buses, and travels to
cities. One such modernized story originated in Liberia. In brief it relates:
Nowadays dogs chase the wheels of trucks. They chase because of the fact that
African dogs originally owned the wheel. The white men stole the invention and
put them on their machines. When the dogs see how their wheels have been used
they chase the trucks and bark in an effort to get their wheels back. The story is ..
delightful! (Klem 1982: 125)
By modernizing a story to be relevant to modern experiences, it may be acceptable to the
present generation. Helser (1934), a missionary in Nigeria, put together a school syllabus
of traditional stories. At the beginning of each story he listed some of the moral
objectives the story contains. Since he associated the material with the words primitive
and folktales, it is no wonder the curriculum was refused by Nigerians (Hersokvits
1962:448).
Finnegan discovered many such modernized stories in Liberia, Nigeria, and South
Africa. She writes about,
Recent material introductions-like guns, money, books, lorries, horse racing, new
buildings-but the whole plot of a story can centre round an episode like an
imaginary race to the Secretariat building in a colonial capital to gain government
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recognition for an official position (Limba) , a man going off to get work in
Johannesburg and leaving his wife to get into trouble at home (Thonga), or a young
hero winning the football pools (Nigeria). (1970:387)
Practice Storytelling Competition
Herbert Klem served eight years as a missionary in Nigeria. He recounts an
English teaching experience. Some of his students were quite bored with the structure of
the written materials. Later, while visiting in Nigerian homes, Klem noticed that students
could tell traditional narratives with life and humor. Since oral recitation was required as
part of the practice in his English classes, he decided to introduce African stories as the
practical part of the class work. Klem explains, "They became hilarious and exciting
lessons for all of us. . One boy who was consistently failing caught fire and moved up
to the top of his class in English that year" (1982: 109).
Umeasiegbu affirms that storytelling is now part of the curriculum in the primary
schools in Nigeria. The children compete with one another to see who can tell a story
most effectively (1982:9). This develops creativity, speech skills, dramatic expression,
organization of material, and interpersonal relations, while stimulating moral tlUth.
Competition can be performed between classes or between schools, much as student
debate teams compete with one another.
Lusweti suggests that students be asked to compare Christ's stories with
experiences from their own home (1984: 107). This is a good suggestion for an English
school class or a church Bible lesson. Dramatization of Bible stories is a common
practice in Kenya's churches. Storytelling and dramatization need to be encouraged in
the church. This form of learning is bound to bring lively participation and excitement.
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It encourages creative participation while children are still young. Klem asserts that oral
language arts are natural gifts of African culture, and they experience great pride in
displaying verbal skills (1982: 105). Teachers can help by encouraging the students to use
simple plots and creative, traditional forms of expression.
Lusweti relates the Kikuyu story of a strong, greedy hyena who desired to eat his
little squirrel friend. The squirrel, upon discovering the hyena's plan, wrapped a stone in
a piece of fresh meat then heated it until the stone was red hot. When the hyena returned
from the fields, moving to seize his friend for supper, the squirrel quickly offered him the
large piece of meat. The hyena gulped it down in one bite and then promptly fell over
dead (1984: 110-111). After relating a story like this, the teacher may ask, "Do you know
any times in the Bible when strong and mean people tried to destroy God's people, but
God helped his people to defeat the strong? Children will remember several Bible
incidents.
Include Traditional Stories in Sermons
Shorter told a story in a sermon, using it as an illustration to affirm the spiritual
truth of a sermon. He also incorporated the traditional African method of a song with a
refrain, a refrain which he repeated at intervals throughout his message. Shorter chose a
well-known church melody and a simple verse in Swahili for the refrain. His biblical
theme was "The most important thing about a steward is that he be found faithful"
(1 Corinthians 4:2). He told the African story first, then a biblical story, and sang the
refrain repeatedly through the message (1984:66-69). I still remember the storytelling
skill of a Kenyan missionary co-worker. His practice was to relate an experience familiar
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to the Kenyans . Not only did he convey biblical truth more vividly, but his hearers
retained the message and left the place still talking about it. I was present in a Malawi
church service in 1972 when a missionary paused during his sermon to sing a chorus
about joy. The audience joined him in finishing the chorus. After continuing his
message, he again sang the chorus. The audience joined immediately. The theme of the
song repeated the theme of his message and the audience loved it. This method of word
and song is a traditional African form, and the missionary was introducing it to African
Christians in their own church!
Use Animated Stories in Sunday School
In 1951 Eudene Keidel and her husband began ministry with the Mennonites in

Zaire. In 1978 she published a book of 21 African stories, African Fables That Teach
About God. Each story presents an African story with a single spiritual truth, such as
greed, friendship, respect for parents, cooperation, humility, and obedience. Keidel
published the book for parents and Sunday school teachers to use in American churches.
After telling these stories to groups of children in Kenya, I recommend their use in any
church-both in the States and Africa. The stories in the book are composed in the
manner they were told traditionally in Africa, without a Scripture. Olivia Mallonga
(1992), one of the children's leaders in East Africa, suggested that each story should
begin with a lesson aim and a Scripture. The story is not read, but enacted. Klem
emphasized this when he said, "It is not only what is said in these sounds [use of
ideophones] , but how they are said and the posturing that goes with them that carry the
audience" (1982: 117). A sample lesson, as adapted from Keidel's book, is as follows:
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(Discuss "temptation" with the class. Then quote the Bible verse.) "And
remember, when someone wants to do wrong it is never God who is tempting him,
for God never wants to do wrong and never tempts anyone else to do it.
Temptation is the pull of man's own evil thoughts and wishes. These evil thoughts
lead to evil actions and afterwards to the death penalty from God. So don't be
misled, dear brothers" (James 1: 13-16 Living Bible).
The little goat and the little jackal were very good friends. Each day they
played together in the tall grass around the edge of the village. They had many
happy times together.
One morning when they came to their place of playing, the little jackal was
all excited. "Do you know what?" he said. "I saw a leopard last night. He was
real big."
"What did he look like?" the goat asked.
"He's big and has lots of spots on him."
"I want to see a big, live leopard," the little goat begged.
"Oh no. He' s a dangerous fellow. I can't let you see him," answered the
jackal.
"But I want to see him," the goat whined.
"No, no. I can't let you see him. He's too dangerous."
For many days they talked about the leopard, and for many days the little
goat begged to see it. Finally, one day the jackal said, "All right. Meet me here
when the sun is this low." He pointed with his hand to a five-o-clock sun. "I'll
show you the leopard."
That evening when the sun was getting low, the little goat ran out to the high
grass to meet his friend. The jackal took the goat behind a big rock and left him
there. After a while the goat heard a noise. He peeked around the rock, but all he
could see was the tip of the tail of the leopard as he went through the grass.
The next morning when the two came to play, the jackal asked the goat if he
had seen the leopard.
"All I saw was the tip of his tail. I want to see his eyes," answered the goat.
"Oh no," replied the jackal. "I can't let you see his eyes. He' s a bad fellow ."
"But I want to see him."
Finally, after some days the jackal got tired of the goat's begging and agreed
to take him out to see the leopard again. This time the jackal took the goat a little
closer to the leopard's path. Again he left the goat by himself. Soon the little goat
heard the noise of the leopard coming. This time he saw the side of the leopard go
by. But he still was not satisfied.
He told his friend, "I want to see his eyes. I want to look into his eyes."
The little jackal said, "No, never. He's much too dangerous. I could never
let you do that."
Finally, after the goat begged a long time the jackal sighed and took the goat
to where he could see the leopard. He put the little goat right on the path where the
leopard would pass that night. The little jackal went away quickly, leaving the goat
by himself.
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This time the little goat was a bit afraid. He wasn't sure what might happen.
Pretty soon it was dark. It was not long until he heard a noise on the path.
Sure enough, the leopard was coming. What would he do? This evening the
leopard was very hungry . When he saw the little goat, they looked right into each
other's eyes. Then the leopard pounced upon the goat and ate him up. (1978:75-78)
(Repeat James 1: 13-16 again. Follow with prayer.)
Use Praise Names in Preaching and Teaching
Praise names are common in the Bantu languages of Africa (Finnegan 1970:66).
During my years of ministry overseas, I recognized the use of names for their meaning as
a common and important feature among East Africans. The typical African has several
names, given to him or her at times throughout life. Sometimes a derogatory name is
used to shame a person who has done wrong. Examples of praise names from Finnegan
are :
Forest -treader
Father of the people
He Who Is Not Startled
I Who Do Not Tremble
He Who Compels The Foe To Surrender (1970:66)
Church leaders should learn as much as possible about the meaning of Bible names.
Exposition of the related truths can be readily understood and particularly meaningful to
Kenyan listeners.
Use Bible Quizzes
Riddles continue to be played as a game by small Kikuyu children. It is an activity
that can be practiced by pre-school children as well as primary school children. Since
riddling provides opportunity for memory work, mental gymnastics, competition between
teams, and entertainment, the activity should be encouraged among Christian leaders. A
form that could be adapted to church use is already practiced among churches in America
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in the form of Bible quiz teams. I have observed youth teams from one American church
memorizing all the facts of a particular Bible book. Later, the teams competed with
youth from another church. Each team member held an electronic button that rings a bell.
Points were given for first correct answers, and points were deducted for wrong answers.
Youth study intensely to become winners while learning vital portions of the Bible.
Since African children are familiar with this competitive form, they only need a set of
Bible quiz questions for them to memorize.
Another American form of Bible quiz has questions grouped according to category,
such as Bible women, Bible animals, Bible cities, and Bible kings. African children love
a challenge. Bible quiz games are easily initiated, requiring only some writing skills in
compiling suitable question material.
Conclusion
In this study I have sought to document truths I discovered as an American

missionary working in East Africa for five terms of service, spanning 28 years. It was
truly an enlightenment to discover that "American" is not a synonym for "superior." I
have come to regard my African brethren with great respect. From them I have learned
many things about myself, and what is really important in life-the bonds of family and
community, harmony in personal relations, respect of the person, hospitality and
friendship, and many other African personality traits.
In my appointment as literature coordinator and college lecturer, I uncovered a

wealth of fascinating African literature. Thus began my interesting search to know the
Africa that used to be-the Africa that existed before the white man arrived and labeled
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the continent "black," because it was unknown, strange, and illiterate.
In the beginning of this study I identified a problem that disturbed me long before I

began to search for answers . The Kikuyu Christians of Kenya with whom I worked did
not appreciate their past. When I attempted to use their fables and proverbs in class
instruction, I was confronted with objections. The narratives were for children, they said,
and belonged to the dead past. They were Christian now, they affirmed, so the stories I
held in my hands were no longer suitable to share.
Chapter 2 documents the world my students considered to be pagan. Kikuyuland
before 1870 was a peaceful community of self-sustaining families with an effectual
system of government, justice, land cultivation, marriage, and education. Within the
close bonds of family and community, children were nurtured and trained, each one
secure as a respected member of a Kikuyu clan. Methods of home schooling were
practical and satisfying. Of prime benefit was the community's collection of oral
tradition-stories, poems, songs, narratives, and riddles-handed down from generation
to generation. Elders and parents used this treasury of wisdom as medium for teaching
moral ideals to children.
Much to my surprise, as I studied the rich traditional literature, I discovered
similarities in the moral values of the Kikuyu and the teachings of the Bible. I analyzed
this aspect of Kikuyu culture in Chapter 3 on Kikuyu morality. These people before the
arrival of missionaries demonstrated Romans 2: 14-15. They did not have the law of God,
yet God had written on their hearts the moral ideals for sustaining community life; and
their consciences bore witness to the moral lifestyle.
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The age of exploration brought intruders into the Kikuyu Hinterland. Life for the
people was never the same again as foreigners plundered the land and exploited the
community. Simultaneously with the arrival of explorers, white missionaries entered the
Kikuyu highlands. They brought with them strange ways of living and an even stranger
message about a God who did had revealed Himself to humans. To follow the God of
these missionaries, the Kikuyu were encouraged to put away all parts of the life they
knew and change to the ways of the missionaries. To be good Christians the Kikuyu
must learn to read the Bible, so schools were established to teach reading and writing.
Mission organizations established and directed all schools until after the First
World War. Tht;tschools planted in the minds of African pupils the idea that literary
achievement and gaining of knowledge were keys to success. At the same time Western
civilization with all its

radios, cars, cameras, machinery, medicines,

and countless gadgets-dazzled the eyes and filled minds with new values. Western
ideas of individual achievement, acquiring of personal possessions, and pursuing the god
of "progress" captivated their hearts.
Thus, the erosion of African heritage began. The foreign missionaries did not look
for anything good in the Kikuyu way of life. The Kikuyu gradually received all that was
Western and rejected all that was African. Education became the most desired goal.
They now subjugated themselves to desks, pencils, exams, and to an unconscious set of
value assumptions that came with Western civilization. They severed all links with the
past and its spiritual treasures and reach for the material treasures of the Western world.
In so doing they lost their own sense of personhood and dignity and now feel inferior to
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the West.
Today ' s Kikuyu people now find themselves still trying to emulate the West, still
seeking fulfillment in education, and still hoping that a Western-type job will bring them
all the material attractions they see in Western movies and magazines. Their nation has
won independence, the Kikuyu reason, but they do not feel free . They have no real
identity. I discuss in Chapter 7 the discontinuities in modern Kikuyu society-the
disconnectedness of striving to be what they are not with no respect for their past.
Who can solve this dilemma? How can the Kikuyu and all of Africa reclaim what
they lost during the years of exploitation? I offered suggestions for recovery in Chapter
8-acknowledge, preserve, promote, and practice-an appeal to Christian leaders to
defeat the disparaging attitude towards oral tradition. Open up the treasure chest of
African heritage and display its jewels. Let the youth catch a glimpse of what is good and
right in their past.
Literacy, knowledge, and skills cannot become a substitute for the spiritual forces
that hold a community together and give people a reason for living. No "scientific"
education will by itself produce the leaders for the future, leaders who live and act from
solid convictions based on the true meaning and purpose of life. The task of building
Christian leaders is not a matter of information as much as transformation. Education
must return to Kikuyu priorities and give emphasis to shaping of character rather than
mere sharing of knowledge and skills. The tide of Westernization that carried so much
away is now past. The Church is alive and God's Spirit is present to give new life and
direction.
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Here in America the descendants of Africans brought to this country unwillingly
also search for their roots and identity. They have established an African American
holiday to celebrate their African heritage and the importance of family and community.
Known as Kwanza (Swahili for "first," referring to first fruits of the harvest), the holiday
reflects the revival of excitement about who they really are.
Made in the image of God, Kikuyu and all Africans possess unique characteristics
and gifts. I encourage all Africans to wake up and recognize their worth. There is hope.
Respect the past. Accept the present. And look forward with enthusiasm to a new day.
Perhaps Brer Rabbit can live again as Africans regain pride in who they really are and in
the heritage that once waselders, children, and farnilygathered around an open fire,
sharing qualities of the African soul,
under a canopy of stars,
at night,
when the moon is shining.
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